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Introduction 
The Black Lives Matter movement started with a hashtag: in 2012 Alicia Garza, Patrisse
Cullors, and Opal Tometi created the slogan “Black Lives Matter” after a case of police brutality
that led to the death of seventeen-year old Trayvon Martin (BLM website). After 2012 eight more
cases of fatal police brutality became public. Seven of the victims were people of color, mostly
African Americans (Akkoc, World Heritage Encyclopedia), and all of them were male. 
From the guiding principles of BLM it becomes obvious, however, that the original idea
behind  the  movement  mainly  focused  on  the  inclusion  of  minority  groups  within  Black
communities, rather than only on racialized police violence. BLM states that it is about “celebrating
difference(s)” in general, that it “goes beyond extrajudicial killings of Black people by police and
vigilantes”  and that  it  “affirms the lives  of  Black queer  and trans  folks,  disabled folks,  Black-
undocumented folks, folks with records, women and all Black lives along the gender spectrum” and
“centers those that have been marginalized within Black liberation movements” (BLM website):
every black person is supposed to be “part of the global Black family.” The three founders also
attach importance to the correct use of the hashtag, and in the case of the usage of variations of the
original  hashtag  insist  on  explicit  acknowledgment  of  the  original  movement,  calling
unacknowledged  borrowing  explicitly  a  “theft  of  Black  queer  women's  work.”  The  founders
emphasize that in gender questions BLM is committed to “building a Black women affirming space
free from sexism, misogyny, and malecenteredness” (BLM website).
The  movement  gained  great  popularity  not  only with  hashtag-users  and  participants  in
protests, but it was also immediately picked up by the media and in public debates, while numerous
variations of the slogan emerged to either mock or hijack the movement. The media attention can be
divided into three different kinds: reports about the movement in connection to the police shootings,
reports about protests and current incidents, and a wider field in which BLM was connected to the
cultural scene in the US from 2012 to the present, which I will refer to as the cultural discourse. 
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Part of this cultural discourse are Steve McQueen's movie  12 Years A Slave (2013), Ava
DuVernay's movie  Selma (2014) and  Nate Parker's movie  The Birth of a Nation  (2016), all three
historical dramas, as well as Kendrick Lamar's album To Pimp A Butterfly (2015). All four cultural
productions were directly connected to BLM by the media. They were brought up in discussions
about and within the movement, and, even though BLM was initially created in response to racially
motivated police brutality, the three movies also triggered debates about other cultural and societal
issues, such as the acknowledgment and representation of Black directors and actors in US cinema.
Although Lamar's album provided the anthem of the movement, “Alright”, and addresses police
brutality in the other songs as well, it also uses a number of common rap themes, treating women,
for instance, from a male-centered and at first glance misogynist perspective. Especially when we
look at other Hip Hop artists connected to BLM as well, it  becomes clear that the pop-cultural
narrative that is associated with BLM is actually about black heterosexual men. Considering that the
three founders of BLM are, in their own words, “queer Black women,” this contextualization of the
movement is surprising. I am interested in the incongruity between the original principles of BLM
and its public appearance in (pop)cultural contexts that put a black male heterosexual narrative in
the foreground. 
The  reason  for  this  intertextual/popcultural  (mis-)representation  can  be  found  in  the
intergenerational  composition  and  decentralized  structure  in  BLM.  The  youngest  generation  of
black participants of BLM was not only the one to pick up the hashtag #BlackLivesMatter and thus
spread  awareness  of  the  movement,  initially  predominantly  in  social  media  (BLM  website,
Jackson), but also the generation that identifies most with recent pop-cultural releases in the music
and film industry. However, it is also a generation that grew up with the consciousness of a lack of
equality and social injustice in US society and the awareness of a different  perception of black
identity by white people, partly because the history of the experience of social injustice and racial
prejudice was passed on to them by older generations. The duality of self-perception was already
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addressed  in  the  early twentieth  century by W.E.B.  Du Bois,  who named the  concept  “double
consciousness,” that is, the notion that blacks cannot avoid seeing themselves through the eyes of
the white majority, leading to a double vision and split identity. New generations are raised with
stories from older generations about times in which the societal conditions and circumstances for
black people were even worse than nowadays. This narrated memory evokes what Marianne Hirsch
has called postmemory in the generation of millennials that is now growing up supporting BLM.
Defining postmemory as the relationship that the “'generation after' bears to the personal, collective,
and cultural  trauma of  those who came before,”  Hirsch argues  that  this  relationship “seems  to
constitute memories in [their] own right.” The “connection to the past is thus actually mediated not
by  recall  but  by  imaginative  investment,  projection,  and  creation,”  an  investment  that  Hirsch
describes as “very powerful” (5).
The youngest generation's own experience of and their growing up with the awareness of the
history  of  unequal  treatment  of  African  Americans,  and  with  the  “imaginative  investment,
projection,  and  creation”  that  postmemory triggers,  created  a  need  for  representation  and  self-
representation.  This need can be most easily served by the identification with (especially pop-)
cultural productions. Since double-consciousness and postmemory are both very much founded on
the experiences of former generations, the narrative that is privileged isn't essentially the peaceful,
gender-equal, contemporary narrative of BLM, even though BLM provides the larger framework
for  the  contextualization  of  pop-cultural  productions,  but  a  more  old-fashioned  narrative  that
privileges male heterosexuality, especially the figure of a male heterosexual hero. Moreover BLM's
decentralized structure, which allowed the movement to grow more as protests under a hashtag and
a slogan than as a structured organization (Eisler, Jackson),  provoked the need for a leadership
figure with whose values the participants had to be able to identify themselves. However, in the
background of black heterosexual males being a threatened minority themselves with a changing
and  insecure  sexual  self-image  (Hunter  467),  the  cultural  discourse  also  requires  a  consistent
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definition of a  positive black manhood. Additionally,  since African American heterosexual men
have been continuously represented as criminals and rapists in American political discourse and
public debates from Emancipation on, as Ava DuVernay's documentary The 13th (2016) recently has
reminded us, there is understandably a need for a counter-image in public and media representation.
As  I  shall  demonstrate,  black  heterosexual  men in  the  movies  and  lyrics  I  will  discuss
function as tragic heroes who are representing the (cultural) values of black communities. In my
analysis of the films, I will focus especially on gender as a “primary way of signifying relationships
of power” (Scott 1067) and as legitimation (1069) of certain actions. I will try to find an explanation
for the dominant male narrative by using Du Bois' notion of double-consciousness and Hirsch's
concept of postmemory, with a special focus on visual postmemory. In my discussion of Kendrick
Lamar's lyrics I will make use of the conception of hip hop lyrics as a tragic narrative that builds on
a critical double-consciousness in the tradition of Du Bois. I will try to show why an altered violent,
misogynist and nihilist narrative facilitates the creation of a guiding figure for black communities.
I will argue that the narratives in the three movies and in the lyrics make use of existent plot
structures and modes of narration in order to overcome the prejudiced misrepresentation of African
Americans in white mainstream culture. Traditional narratives of gender relationships and images of
manhood are modified in order to create a new representation. This new representation serves as a
counter-image, not by creating a specific and openly revolutionary role model, but by embodying
values of morality and agency in adjusted power relationships in gender relationships and gender
representations.
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Chapter 1: The Guiding Principles of #BlackLivesMatter in Three Historical Movies 
When  BLM  emerged  and  public  awareness  of  the  movement  increased,  many  cultural
productions  by  or  about  black  people  and  about  black  history  were  quickly  linked  with  the
movement. Films played an important role in the integration of BLM into the cultural landscape.
Films are entertaining and accessible to the vast majority of Americans, and even films that are
about  BLM don't  owe their  popularity with viewers  solely to  factors  that  are  related  to  BLM.
Popular actors, directors, or the timing of release can raise public interest in a film without the
audience  necessarily  being  interested  in  the  topic.  Nevertheless  three  movies  stood  out  in
connection to BLM, and in this chapter I shall investigate what made them representative for the
movement and why and how they lined up with its founding principles.
Between 2012 and 2016 several award-winning motion pictures by mainly black directors,
starring  black  actors  and  dealing  with  topics  concerning  black  communities  were  released
internationally. For those films, the “central question” of “who should tell the black story,” which
was identified and posed by many scholars, became irrelevant, because black stories were entirely
given into black hands (Coetzee 62).  In  2013, the year after BLM was founded, four historical
movies with black male protagonists became popular: Lee Daniels' The Butler (box office $ 176.6
million),  Steve  McQueen's  12  Years  A  Slave  (box  office  $187.7  million),  Justin  Chadwick's
Mandela:  Long Walk  to  Freedom  (box  office  $27.3 million),  and  one  year  later,  in  2014,  Ava
DuVernay's Selma (box office $66.8 million). Other entertaining movies or movies concerned with
contemporary or  even directly BLM-related  topics  that  were  released in  2013 but  became less
popular  and/or  received  fewer  awards  were:  Malcolm D.  Lee's  comedy-drama  The  Best  Man
Holiday (box office $71.625.195), Alexandre Moors' Blue Caprice (box office $93,995), and Ryan
Coogler's Fruitvale Station (box office $17.4 million). Especially 12 Years a Slave and Selma were
publicly  noted  for  multiple  award  nominations  and  awards.  Their  connection  to  BLM  was
predominantly established in the media. With Nate Parker's The Birth of a Nation another historical
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drama in connection to BLM premiered in 2016. It resembles the other two films in choice of genre,
protagonists and the use of gender relations. 
The reviews that can be found online about the three movies are predominantly positive to
enthusiastic, and offer different interpretations and perspectives. They often link the films with each
other. In the  Huffington Post  the films are seen as a chance for people “creating, critiquing and
viewing” them “to remember that black lives don’t just matter after they are gone” (Hazel). This
evaluation pictures them as a memorial for lost lives and at the same time implies that they show the
still potent influence of victims on the course of history. Other reviewers see the movies as a call for
action and revolt. However, while 12 Years a Slave is described as a “humanist drama and struggle
for survival,”  Selma is compared to “stoic strength in the face of ignorance and anger,” and only
The Birth of  a Nation received harsh criticism, being for example called a “garbage can flying
through a pizzeria window” (Arceneaux). In some reviews, the films are also seen as capitalizing on
the popularity of slavery as a topic in literature, film, and other cultural productions. About  The
Birth of a Nation,  for example, it is said that “if you consider [...] the popularity of Black Lives
Matter, a film studio would be silly not to invest in such a project” (Wilson). In general, reviews of
The Birth of a Nation are more critical than those of Selma and 12 Years a Slave. For instance, The
Birth of a Nation is said to have the “contemporary superhero flick” as a “secondary influence”
(Cunningham). This negative assessment might be justified considering the repetitive reinforcement
of  mostly  brutal  images  of  violence  and  punishment  and  the  overly  emotive  depiction  of  Nat
Turner's slave rebellion in 1831, justifying the “super” in “superhero”, but I disagree that it differs
from the other historical dramas with this heroic framework. In my opinion a heroic narrative and
theme featuring or, better, made possible by a male protagonist can be found in all three movies.
Especially in Selma the heroic framing of the male protagonist seems surprising. Since its director,
Ava DuVernay, is one of the most popular supporters of BLM (O'Connell 2016), observations such
as  that  Selma “[r]eflects  the  #BlackLivesMatter  [m]oment  of  [t]oday”  (Mays)  are  easily
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understandable,  but  DuVernay's  choice  to  make  a  film  about  a  male  hero1 and  the  film's
contextualization with BLM are even more surprising.
These  various  reviews  of  the  three  movies  provoke  the  question  if  Ava  DuVernay's
involvement with BLM, Steve McQueen's invocation of the injustice and cruelty of slavery and
Nate Parker's call to action are the only reasons why they became popular in times of BLM and
were connected to it, besides the theme of African-American history they have in common,. They
show survival  in  the  face  of  threat,  but  the  stories  they  tell  were  told  before2;  moreover  the
similarities  they share  seem to  oppose  BLM's  founding  principles.  The  protagonists  are  male,
heterosexual, and black, and even if the directors focus on survival and change, a movie based on a
nineteenth-century autobiographical slave narrative like 12 Years a Slave seems unlikely to address
the questions that were posed in the BLM movement in the same way as does a contemporary
movie about police brutality such as Fruitvale Station. Is it true that “the only way a film about the
Black  experience  is  rewarded  is  if  it’s  about  the  good-ole'  days  of  slavery,”  as  an  article  in
Colorlines claims (Wilson), or in the case of  Selma about another instance of historical injustice?
Considering that “historical entertainment unfolds in two time periods: the time in which the story
takes place, and the time in which it’s produced” (Vognar), and “can potentially tell us more about
the time of its making and consumption than of the time it portrays on on screen” (Coetzee 67),
what exactly makes the three historical dramas relevant for BLM's time?
In the attempt to answer those questions I won't be able to focus on all possible influences.
However, it has to be taken into account that there was and is “an explosion of popular interest” in
slavery that is “related to the recognition of the sheer weight of slavery's importance”; as Ira Berlin
1Ava DuVernay mentions that the film Selma was planned many years before Black Lives Matter emerged. DuVernay,
however, took over the production in 2013. She says that because of the dismantling of the Voting Rights Act of 1965 in
2013, she felt the need to retell  King's story (Suskind). Additionally, it was her first chance to make a film with a
Hollywood-sized budget of $20 million (Edwards). It can be seen as an attempt to pay a tribute to her support of BLM
as “three queer women's work” that she decided to rewrite Coretta King's role in a more prominent way into the script
(Serjeant). However, it was an active decision by DuVernay to make a movie about one of the male leading figures of
the Civil Rights Movement in times of BLM.
2 In case of The Birth of a Nation the use of the title of the racist movie from 1915 is a statement in itself, albeit the
stories are not connected. It suggests a retelling of America's history that acknowledges the participation of African
Americans in it.
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points out, “American history cannot be understood without slavery” (Berlin 1257). This places the
movies within a larger context of movies concerned with racism and slavery.  Additionally it  is
necessary to be aware of that  the economics and politics of sales figures influence the movies'
popularity and the public discourse.3 Particularly with regard to black heroes it is important to keep
in mind that, as Adilifu Nama points out, “audience reception is a more complex phenomenon than
is suggested by a strict stimulus-response model of media-consumption” (11). 
Even though different economic, social, and demographic influences can't  be completely
separated from the public response to the movies, my analyses are solely based on observations on a
filmic level  and won't  take contemporary trends and economic factors into account.  Before the
actual analysis of the films, I will look into the common cinematic representation of black men and
the notion of double-consciousness that stands behind it. I will also discuss the evocation of strong
emotions through visual postmemory in footage of police brutality and in the three movies. As I will
argue, the films use this emotional appeal to change the stereotypical representation of black men
by turning their stories into narratives of heroism. The depicted gender relations are the basis for the
plot's turn into a tragic narrative.
3 Movies with famous directors, many investors; and thus high budgets are better advertised, more likely to be screened
internationally and mostly draw more interest (Osterweil). This economic privilege was the case in 12 Years a Slave,
which for instance had the famous white actor Brad Pitt as one of the co-producers. Also, especially in fields with a
manageable number of releases like black film productions, an assessment of the quality of movies has to be made.
Viewing figures can be directly connected to the popularity of certain cinematic languages: the question if the audience
is attracted by the choice of colors, setting, or actors, or by a director's specific style,  doesn't  have to be primarily
connected to the film's topics or narratives themselves. From another vantage point it has to be considered that is seems
unlikely that white people, who are the main audience in the US, immediately would pick up BLM's topics. For movies
without the advantage of having popular producers,  directors,  or actors,  this fact can cause lower  viewing figures.
Moreover, the demographics of the film industry identify its policymakers as “93 percent white, 76 percent male and 86
percent over the age of 50” (Osterweil), changing the economics of black cinema in a way that often influences the
viewing figures. 
Additionally, in the period between 2012 and 2015 the demographics of the users of #BlackLivesMatter on
Twitter show that in the age group of black people between 18 and 64 years the usage was significantly higher in the
group of males (Olteanu 312-313). In combination with the fact that the victims of police brutality are mainly male
(Swaine), the statistics may indicate that there is a greater chance that BLM is associated with male protagonists than
with female. This immediate association could be a reason that the historical dramas become relevant to contemporary
events and thus of interest to market and media, or facilitate the identification for BLM participants with the movies'
male protagonists and lead to an increased popularity in affected audiences. Especially  a  movement  that  has  a
”loosely termed 'organization' [that] is 'leader-full,' meaning many people play leadership roles” (Jackson) instead of
having one specific leader, identification plays an important role.
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Black Cinematic Representation and the Concepts of Double-Consciousness and Postmemory
In the mainstream white view in politics and media as well as on a narrative level in film
and literature, African Americans are traditionally represented in stereotypical roles. I will focus on
the  representation  of  black  men  in  connection  to  the  concepts  of  double-consciousness  and
postmemory. 
For  more  than  a  century African  American  men were  often  portrayed  as  criminals  and
rapists. This stereotypical representation puts police brutality in the context of a political and medial
discourse about the responsibilities of the police. On the one hand, law enforcement is expected to
maintain and defend the public order; on the other hand, in its actions it has to consider previous
prejudiced and racist treatment of African Americans (Taylor 200-201,  The 13th 04:00). Since the
abolition of  slavery,  lynchings and mass  incarceration have  been  justified  through the political
staging of black men as criminals who had to be punished (Hunter 466, O'Connell 716, Williams 3-
4). This public stylization intensified in the “War on Drugs” in the 1970s that portrayed black men
as drug dealers and consumers (Taylor 200), and that staged drastic measures in the behaviour of
the police towards African Americans as justifiable.
In  cinematic representations the roles of black men were equally prejudiced. Black men
were portrayed as side kicks, bad cops, clowns, or villains. Black actors underwent “professional
rite[s]  of  passage” as  “detective,  sergeant,  lieutenant,  or  chief” (Sexton 42),  while  nevertheless
being  “unarmed  [and]  useless”  (Sexton  43),  or  played  “theatricalized  burlesques,  stereotyped
grotesques, criminalized types, anthropological specimens, and bodies of evidence” (Bernier 521).
“Black characters have historically played the man standing next to the man,” argues Adilifu Nama;
even when “playing ultracool sidemen or wise-cracking partners” their roles were always defined in
relation “to various white protagonists” (67). In general the representation of African Americans in
movies shows that “the moral arc of the universe is short and it bends towards whiteness” (Sexton
49). I will argue that gender relations in the three historical movies are constructed in the formation
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of quadrangular relations between four protagonists, in which the “moral arc” bends towards the
black protagonist, making him a hero and thus redefining the representation of black men.
Before 2013, black idols in mainstream cinema were rare. As discussed, political history and
white mainstream society shaped the roles of black characters according to a historical pattern  of
racism,  prejudice  or  political  exploitation.  However,  at  the  same  time  it  also  influenced  a
conceptualization  of  black  representation,  self-representation,  and  self-perception  that  Du  Bois
defined  as  “double-consciousness”.  On  the  one  hand,  black  people  in  the  US are  growing  up
without a guiding concept of self-definition in public representation4 and with the experience in
daily life that they are perceived by the white majority in certain, prejudiced ways. On the other
hand, black communities and a shared heritage provide an environment of a more holistic self-
definition. “Practical racism,” exclusion, and the “real power of white stereotypes in black life”
cause what Du Bois' double-consciousness, “an internal conflict in the African American individual
between  what  was  'African'  and  what  was  'American'”  (Bruce  301).  Du  Bois  hoped  for  a
reconciliation of the two perceptions of self  without the loss of  one of them (Bruce 307).  The
awareness of a split personality – one side restricted, influenced, or imposed by perceptions and
discrimination by white mainstream Americans, one formed by growing up in an environment of
inclusion and affirmation that was often provided in black communities – is reinforced by stories
that are told about this split self-perception, passed on from generation to generation and perhaps
dating back to slavery (Sale 42-43). Passed on stories include the personal experiences with racism
and police brutality of parents and siblings as much as stories about the ancestors' experiences in
slavery  (Kubrin  362).  South  African  scholar  and  activist  Kopano  Ratele  describes  a  personal
4 Since Barack Obama became President of the United States in 2009, he can be seen as a major idol for African
American men. However, his powerful political position and his academic family history form a background that might
complicate  identification  with  him as  a  specific  and  accessible  role  model.  Nevertheless  it  is  remarkable  that  his
representation and self-representation in the media is characterized by the same masculine traits as the ones that outline
the heroes' moral values in the movies.  With a simple Google search, Hunter's and Davis' categories of ideal black
manhood as  “self-determinism and accountability” (471),  “family”,  “pride” (472),  and “spirituality and humanism”
(473) can be found in descriptions of Obama's leadership style and personality in numerous newspaper articles. Even
though his function as president can also be considered as a delicately balanced role he has to play, I won't include his
representational function as a contemporary politician in the discussion of the new representation of African American
men in films and lyrics.
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experience similar to double-consciousness: “[W]hatever you say or do as a black person, you feel
it here, at the back, just below the shoulder blade, the white vice, always judging,” asking for an
“answer that will always either put their judgment of you on hold, or destroy you in their eyes”
(Coetzee 66). “Memory speaks,“ suggests Ira Berlin, “not to a desire to understand the whole and to
include all in the story, but to personal, individual understandings,” being “immediate, intense, and
emotive,“ and thus appealing to individual experience as much as to a community spirit,  being
refreshed within each story even if it is perceived only subconsciously (1264-65).
Marianne Hirsch's concept of postmemory is a conception of memory that deals with told
and retold stories. Originally drafted for the second generation of Holocaust survivors, it can also be
applied to generations born after other historical  traumas. According to Hirsch, “descendants of
victim survivors as well  as of perpetrators and of  bystanders who witnessed massive traumatic
events connect so deeply to the previous generation's remembrances of the past” that they start to
identify  this  individually  created  bond “as  a  form of  memory.”  Moreover,  “in  certain  extreme
circumstances, memory can be transferred to those who were not actually there to live an event”
(3). The generations after, then, are “shaped, however indirectly, by traumatic fragments of events
that still defy narrative reconstruction and exceed comprehension” (5), just as if they would have
experienced the trauma themselves. 
Hirsch focuses especially on visual memory. About photographs of previous generations,
who had actually suffered from the experienced trauma, she says: “[They] thus become screens –
spaces of projection and approximation, and of protection” (38). Quoting Barbie Zelizer, she also
argues that “the photographs have become no more than decontextualized memory cues, energized
by already coded remembrances,  no longer  the vehicles  that  can themselves  provoke memory”
(106). Postmemory relates to generations that have not actually experienced the traumatic events
they are told about, other than  the millennial generation of African Americans who experiences
injustice in their own lifetime. However, the combination of the experience of social injustice and
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missing appropriate representation in public discourse in the media that are condensed in double-
consciousness  and the  stories  about  injustice,  suffered  by earlier  generations,  also  causes  later
generations of African Americans to respond strongly to the visualization of injustice, for example
images of police brutality, in a way that can be fit into the concept of postmemory. 
The Visualization of Double-Consciousness in Footage of Police Brutality
Police  brutality  hasn't  increased  in  the  last  few  years,  but,  because  of  the  advance  in
cellphone technology,  the public  availability of footage  of the incidents has (McLaughlin).  The
public awareness of the unjustified police killings increased and led to the founding and the great
impact of BLM. The role the young men in the footage “played” was the role of the perpetrator. I
am  speculating  that  what  can  be  seen  in  the  footage  are  both  sides  of  Du  Bois'  double-
consciousness: black people who are apparently doing nothing especially wrong, but are minding
their business are at the same time aware of how they are perceived by the approaching white police
officers or watchmen. They, then, react accordingly, either defensively, or with fear or anger, in turn
triggering the police's cautious or prejudiced response to them. In Trayvon Martin's case (a case in
which the actual shooting isn't on record, but surveillance footage of him shortly before being shot
exists) the media agree that a community crime-watch volunteer shot him mainly because he was
wearing a hoodie (Minchillo). The viewer of the footage can't determine why Martin was wearing a
hoodie: was he a criminal who wanted to disguise himself, or did he want to hide from judgmental
views? Did he expect negative reactions in a predominantly white neighborhood? Was it a fashion
sign of bonding with other young people? Did he simply like to wear a hoodie, or was he cold? It's
impossible to find out in retrospect why he wore the hoodie, but the image of a young black man
wearing a certain item of clothing symbolizes the double-consciousness that can become apparent
in the visualization of the incidents and is realized in the non-participant viewer's consciousness of
the way Martin might be perceived and his possible awareness of how he is seen. Following the
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notion of postmemory this footage doesn't stand by itself; it  aligns not only with other cases of
police brutality but also with the experiences and the stories of experiences of older generations that
young black people grew up with. It is “energized by an already coded remembrance” (Hirsch 106)
of a black individuality that has to view itself from two sides, despite the “desire to possess a single
individual self” (Bruce 306).
Following Hirsch, one could argue that historical movies would also appeal to the “already
coded remembrance” (106) and evoke experiences and stories of generations before.  Moreover,
they would not only appeal to postmemory, but would also allow people to project contemporary
police brutality into a  larger  context  of  racial  injustice that  historically confirms the feeling of
injustice these days. In my opinion, postmemory strengthens the field of projection those movies
provide by establishing a causal connection to several generations who suffered from injustice and
therefore  also  contextualizing  police  brutality  and  modern  racism  historically.  Strong,  already
encoded emotions evoked by postmemory, then, can open a gateway to the acceptance of a new
cinematic representation of black men, and, even more importantly, black cultural values that aren't
portrayed  and  perceived  through the  lens  of  double-consciousness.  Historical  movies  therefore
create a secure frame for a trial run of a new representation of black identity, being a “mixture of
the familiar and making strange” (Coetzee 68). In the case of 12 Years a Slave, Selma and The Birth
of a Nation, this new representation of black identity  is the first in line of a few representations
according to BLM's principles that follow.
Because  of  the  historically  deeply  rooted  prejudices  that  are  experienced  in  double-
consciousness and can be seen in the traditional portrayal of black characters in films, the new
representation has to be a counter-image to the traditional images and roles imposed by whites,
while  staying  within  a  familiar,  emotive  narrative  that  appeals  to  postmemory.  To  fight  unjust
representations  of  black  identity,  their  former  narrative  frame  has  to  be  maintained,  and  the
alterations in representation therefore have to make use of structures exceeding questions of race. In
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12 Years a Slave,  Selma and  The Birth  of  a Nation, a new black superiority is  conveyed on a
visualized and thus subtly established level of morality and societal values rather than in an open
discussion of race and racism. In order to create a figure that embodies these values, the narrative
frame of a historical drama is adapted to this purpose and gender is subliminally used as a category
of power. At first, the movies define a positive representation of black manhood that opposes its
former stereotypes. Then, building from  this definition, gender, in Joan Scott's description as “a
constitutive element of social relationships based on perceived differences between the sexes” and
“a primary way of  signifying relationships  of  power” (1067),  can  be seen  as  an instrument  of
creating  heroes  in  the  movies.  I  am going  to  focus  on  the  second  part  of  Scott's  intertwined
definition,  which  also  contains  the  notion  that  gender  “legitimizes  and  constructs  social
relationships”  (1070),  and  that  ”critiques  of  particular  regimes  or  social  organizations”  can  be
uttered “in terms of transformations of gender identities” (Scott 1072). While Scott uses gender as a
category of historical analysis, I will use it for a cinematic analysis of historical narratives. The way
gender  is  used  in  the  movies  shows  a  way of  not  rewriting,  but  reconsidering  history and  its
narrative perspectives, making it a historical category nevertheless by re-positioning the historical
location of black people from a white vantage point in order to “provide new perspectives on old
questions” (Scott 1075).
The historical narratives establish a frame in which a hero can be created. As a result, the
new representation of black male identity exceeds the borders of double-consciousness and serves
as  a  counter-narrative  to  common  representations  of  black  men,  while  at  the  same  time
compromising BLM's  inclusive  founding principles  based  on multiplicity.  A hero  is  preferably
male, in the case of black heroes especially defined in competition with white heroes (Roberts 2-3);
he is “a man whose deeds epitomize the masculine attributes most highly valued within a society”
(Abrahams,  qtd.  in  Roberts  2).  A hero's  additional,  and  most  important  function  to  defend  or
represent societal values in general (Roberts 2-3) is established in gender relations in the movies.
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The black  male  protagonists  are  represented  as  powerful  by being  superior  to  the  white  male
protagonists in questions  of  morality that  are  established in  gender  relations:  they represent  an
image of ideal masculinity and treat women, and human beings in general, better than their white
adversaries do. This representation not only justifies and evokes black agency, but also criticizes a
part of white society that isn't actively disrespected by the protagonists but that is automatically
devalued in contrast to the black heroes' values. The protagonists' lives depend on the “distinction
between good Whites and bad Whites” (Wilderson 140), making them on the one hand perforce
observers of their environment and on the other hand judges and morally distinct from the “bad
Whites.” The black protagonists don't condemn generally, but make distinctions in order to survive.
Consequently the popularity of the three movies and their connection to BLM can partly be
explained because they represent blacks as morally superior to whites. Instead of opposing BLM's
principles by providing a stereotypical male image, the depiction of the hero as morally superior is
laying a headstone to the movement's  conceptualization. Values are established, and actions are
justified in the person of a hero, who is visualized in gender relations that set the inclusion of not
only  African  Americans,  but  of  human  beings  in  general  as  a  moral  guide  line  for  a  mainly
leaderless movement.
Old Wine in New Skins: Constructing Black Masculinity in the Three Films
Before the protagonists can act out their superiority as heroes by means of gender relations,
they have to be recognized as masculine leading figures in the first place, and their actions have to
be made morally applicable in defined norms of male-female relationships. I  will look into the
construction,  and  conceptions  of  black  manhood  in  the  films'  narratives  and  analyze  their
appearance and function.
Just  like every concept  of  gender  identity,  black masculinity isn't  unified and consistent
(Hunter 475, Strayhorn 91, Connell 832-835). It  is shaped and influenced by other cultural  and
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historical  concepts  of  masculinity  and  femininity,  popular  idols,  and  religious  and  political
representations. Images of black masculinity often change because they stand in competition not
only with hegemonic images,  but also with each other (Connell 853-854, Strayhorn 88).  In the
following, I am going to use the terms “masculinity” and “manhood” equivalently, even though
some scholars make a distinction between them (Hunter 465). “Masculinity” can be understood as
not representing “a certain type of man” but a “way that men position themselves though discursive
practices” that require the “policing of men as well as the exclusion or discrediting of women” to
sustain  hegemony  (Connell  841,  844).  In  contrast  to  white  hegemonic  masculinity,  black
masculinity additionally has to be dealt with in terms of intersectionalism (Connell 845, Strayhorn
87): the category of race can intervene with categories of gender and sexuality, their representation
and  perception,  and  the  social  position  and  acceptance  an  individual  experiences  in  their
interdependence. Intersectionalism can “shape one's acceptance or modification of gender norms
established through the hegemonic and Afrocentric models of masculinity” (Strayhorn 89), but can
also have the negative effect of marginalizing racial or gender minorities even more (Strayhorn 90)
or putting them into a position of opposition. In questions of representation of black male identity,
“racism and economic marginality […] obscur[e] the diversity among Afro-American men” (Hunter
466).  Intersectionalism  either  facilitates  a  rethinking  of  traditional  conceptions  of  black  male
identity or gives way to a summarizing of traits that are associated with race in order to express
them in a negative image of masculinity.
While African American scholars and activists see “unidimensional conceptions of manhood
[…]  as  a  dysfunctional  cultural  adaptation  to  racism  and  economic  oppression,”  the
multidimensional  construction of  manhood  within black communities  also serves  as a  “cultural
mechanism for adaptation and survival” (Hunter 475). The representation and self-representation of
black men differ in the numbers of available images and conceptions,  but  both are based on a
unification of positive and negative traits in order to either create a threat or a role model within the
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conceptualizations of manhood in everyday life (Gray 401-402). They rarely exceed the “dualistic
representation  of  [hegemonic  and  non-hegemonic]  masculinities”  (Connell  844),  and  both  –
representation  and  self-representation  –  locate  black  masculinity  within  the  group  of  non-
hegemonic  masculinities.  In  white  representations  of  black  masculinity  its  hegemonic
characteristics that  nevertheless exist  are often transformed into a threat  or a negative trait  and
therefore regarded as still inferior to conceptions of white hegemony. 
Hunter's and Davis' study of African American men's conceptualization of manhood (1992)
identifies representations of black masculinity as “either a justification for what is denied African-
American people or a symbol of what is owed” (466), with both options originating in the same idea
of an absence or lack in contrast to hegemonic masculinities rather than in a socially accepted
presence. White mainstream American culture's construction of black manhood is “rooted in the
idea of 'Blacks as beasts'” (Hunter 466). The scientific discourse about this prejudice includes the
theory that this role is actively created by white people, suggesting that “Afro-American men could
adequately perform the male role but were denied manhood by racist institutions and economic
deprivation” (Hunter 467). This notion reflects back on the scientific discourse itself: it is argued
that  since  black  manhood  always  was  defined  in  terms  of  white  hegemonic  masculinity,  it  is
impossible  to  give  variation  and  divergence  space  and  incorporate  black  masculinity  as  an
independent category (Hunter 465). Self-representations are in the same way “historically structured
by  and  against  dominant  (and  dominating)  discourses  of  masculinity  and  race,”  specifically
whiteness,embodying  and  deriving  from  the  experience  of  double-consciousness.  “[I]mages  of
black manhood as threat and dread […] work to disturb dominant white representations of black
manhood” (Gray 401, 403): African American men increase the negative image they have in the
eyes of white people in order to gain – maybe at least physical – power over them, while at the
same  time  complicating  chances  for  an  adequate  self-representation.  Nevertheless  concepts  of
masculinity  in  different  cultural  or  ethnic  groups  can  resemble  each  other.  Concepts  of  black
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manhood generally endorse “norms or attributes typically associated with heteronormative notions
of  masculinity,”  reinforcing  white  male  hegemony  (Strayhorn  88):  “[J]ust  as  often  [African
American men] maintain[...]  unequal relations of power between men and women” (Gray 402),
even though, or sometimes because, they are assumed to be “less stereotyped in their conceptions
about masculinity and femininity” than white men (Hunter  468).  Despite the similarities in the
characteristics of masculinity, “challenges to hegemonic masculinity” can arise “from the 'protest
masculinities' of marginalized ethnic groups” that embody a “claim of power typical of regional
hegemonic masculinities in Western countries” (Connell 847). “Protest masculinities” can be part of
non-hegemonic  patterns  of  masculinity  and  thus  “responses  to  race/ethnic  marginalization”
(Connell 848). 
The concepts of manhood in 12 Years a Slave, Selma and The Birth of a Nation are mainly
positive representations  of  black manhood that  oppose white hegemonic conceptions and white
representations of black manhood as well as the incongruent and often immoral representation of
black manhood by black men. Therefore in the case of  the films, unified conceptions of  black
manhood are the foundation for a new representation and an abstract depiction of values. They don't
“impose[...]  a false unity on a fluid and contradictory reality” but purposefully “essentialize[...]
male-female difference” (Connell 836) in order not to discuss but to use gender as a category of
power. They could be seen as protest masculinities, but in their aversion to explicit claims to power
the protagonists' incorporations of masculinity resemble more idealized and stylized concepts of a
positive  black  masculinity  (Hunter  476).  Thus  the  films  make  use  of  the  intersectionalist
interactions of race and gender to establish a moral  superiority within a group that  is not (yet)
recognized as hegemonic. Even though the female characters are depicted as dependent on men's
decisions, they don't show mental compliance to the dominance of their white male oppressors,
therefore denying them hegemony, too (Connell 832). Rather, they are mostly compliant to black
male characters' decisions that are acted out in a “more humane, less oppressive” way, which leads
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toward the “abolition of gender hierarchies” (Connell 833) and thus symbolizes emancipation on
the level of race. To facilitate this emancipation, the films use a “locally hegemonic version of
masculinity  […]  to  promote  self-respect  in  the  face  of  discredit  […]  from racist  denigration”
(Connell 842). Connell argues that “gender is always relational, and patterns of masculinity are
socially defined in contradistinction from some model (whether real or imaginary) of femininity”
(848).  Thus,  in  cinematic  representations,  the  moral  quality  of  female  roles  and  the  resulting
judgment and justification of masculinities through their eyes also contribute to the spectator's own
judgment of the portrayed conceptions of masculinity.
In the movies, conceptions of hegemonic masculinity and their relation to each other aren't
used to illustrate, symbolize, and analyze gender relations as it is suggested for a modern- for our
times  contemporary-  understanding  of  male  hegemony (Connell  854).  Instead  gender  relations
founded on a concept of white male hegemony are used to establish a unified conception of black
masculinity that can establish superiority in questions of morality. The movies' purpose is not to
break out of the history of unidimensional and thus mis-representational conceptions of black (or
white) manhood, but to negotiate their moral qualities, in order to change the discursive practice of
men's position (Connell 841) rather than core elements of stereotypical representations. In order to
foreground positive masculine traits independent from race and consequently elevate the black male
protagonist, they turn him into a heroic figure that mustn't be realistic and not an individual idol, but
instead a generalized model of moral and social values.
To analyze the discursive change of masculine traits and gender relations I first shall focus
on four different categories of concepts of ideal black manhood Hunter and Davis developed, based
on “self-expectations,  relations and responsibilities to family,  worldviews, and philosophies that
Black  men  accept  and  acknowledge”  (Strayhorn  88).  This  categorization  takes  aspects  of
hegemony, representation and self-representation into consideration and thus results in a conception
of black manhood that comes close to a racially unbiased self-assessment of black men (Hunter
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476).  Within a multiplicity of features of black manhood, the notions of “self-determinism and
accountability” (471), “family”, “pride” (472), and “spirituality and humanism” (473) turned out to
be the most important aspects of the ideal self-image of masculinity for male African Americans.
The main categories, which can be divided into a couple of sub-attributes, are significantly present
in  the  movies,  although  in  different  intensity.  Negative  aspects  of  black  masculinity,  often  in
association with a hegemonic image, like the oppression of women or dismissal of non-hegemonic
minorities, are omitted or addressed in a way that resolves the implied conflict with positive traits.
In 12 Years a Slave especially the categories of self-determinism and accountability, family,
and pride become visible. After his initial protests, Solomon Northup doesn't complain about his
situation  and  tries  to  make  the  best  out  of  it  by  being  on  good  terms  with  his  masters,  but
nevertheless speaks up when he experiences injustice within the system of slavery.  Women and
children trust him; from the beginning he is portrayed as a man who is fond of children, and who
respects  and  supports  women.  Nevertheless  he  sees  the  return  to  his  family  as  his  first
responsibility, and continuously works on getting in touch with them. Solomon's portrayal in the
movie closely resembles some of the aspects of ideal manhood as defined by Hunter and Davis: in
social encounters he is “direct” and “mature,” he tries to be “economically viable” by changing his
relation to his masters, he shows “perseverance” and he tries to keep his “free will,” sometimes
paradoxically by not expressing his will in consideration of future chances to exert it (471). Because
he  does  not  forget,  cheat  on,  or  abandon  his  family,  he  shows  “family  responsibilities  and
connectedness,”  for  example by not  giving in  to  the  temptation of  sexual  intercourse which is
shown in the second minute of the film. Moreover he appears to believe in “equity in male and
female relationships” (472), a position that is also visualized immediately at the beginning of the
movie by showing him face to face with his wife as they lie in bed (06:10, Fig. 1), and elaborated in
the course of the movie. His “fulfillment of family role expectations” is particularly reflected in his
first words to his family when being reunited with them after twelve years, as he apologizes for his
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appearance. “Pride” and “self-betterment” (472) are visible first in his attempt to improve and then
to resist when overseer John Tibeats accuses him of not following instructions only to make life
hard for him (45:50). Both categories are then pursued in Solomon's following reluctance to dissent
when he deals with his next master, at least as long as it is only about the violation of his own
rights. The “spiritual and moral principles […], connectedness to human community […], respect
for  womanhood […],  sensitivity […] and belief  in human equity” (473),  which belong to the
category “spirituality and humanism,” are also omnipresent in his behavior towards other slaves and
human beings in general. They are especially visualized in the scene of another slave's funeral, in
which after initial  hesitation Solomon joins in the choir  and sings  louder than the other  slaves
(01:40:14).
Fig. 1. Solomon Northup and His Wife Anne Hampton
In Selma Martin Luther King is portrayed under the same aspects: incessantly he stands for
his beliefs in numerous conversations with President Lyndon B. Johnson, he doesn't back off when
threatened and  he  does  not  even lose his  patience  when confronted  with violence  (15:36).  He
realizes what has to be done for racial equality, and uses his free will to initiate it, and in the case of
the march from Selma to Montgomery persists against all odds. The connection to his family is
strong, and when he realizes that his wife is suffering and is reminded by her of the values of love
and faithfulness, he postpones his participation in the first march to stay with her.5 Interestingly, as
5Selma isn't  solely a  glorification of Martin  Luther  King.  It  also  deals  with  the  historical  fact  of  King's  adultery
(Appelo), even though in a way that serves his transformation into a hero. I will discuss his infidelity in a later section.
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in 12 Years a Slave, King and his wife are also shown in a scene at eye level within the first minutes
of the movie (02:18, Fig. 2), though they are not lying down, but standing next to each other. King's
spirituality is
Fig. 2. Martin Luther King Jr. and His Wife Coretta King
obvious since he is a pastor, but also is specifically highlighted, for example in the scene in which
King asks his friend Mahalia Jackson to sing for him to let him hear “the Lord's voice” (21:05). 
In The Birth of a Nation Nat Turner is presented as a male “leader” in the first minutes of the
film. Historically he was considered to be a “hero in the eyes of many [African Americans],” but
because of the massacre of white people he led also a monster in the eyes of most. The film leaves
out his “prophetic dreams” and his conviction “that he was indeed called by God as a deliverer,”
which makes his transformation into a hero a more rational one (Roberts 164). Nevertheless the
movie  opens  with  a  highly  spiritual  scene:  because  Turner  was  born  with  a  birth  mark,  he
participates in a shamanic initiation ritual as a child in which his future role as a leader is to be
determined. This ritual, which otherwise isn't important for the plot per se, immediately connects
leadership, spirituality, and manhood; the presence of his mother during the ritual evokes a feeling
of kinship and family. In the course of the movie the notion of spirituality is strengthened by his
function  as  a  preacher,  while  commitment  to  community  is  represented  by  his  guidance  and
leadership skills, which are eventually mobilized to free his family, friends, and slaves in general.
The construction of masculinity in family terms is displayed in his determination to marry after a
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love-at-first-sight encounter with a severely victimized enslaved woman who needs protection, his
will to protect his family, and the close bond to his mother and grandmother. Protective instinct is
also listed as a positive trait of African American manhood by Hunter and Davis (473). In the course
of the movie, Nat and his future wife can also be seen having a conversation at eye level (30:00,
Fig. 3).
Fig. 3. Nat Turner and His Future Wife Cherry Anne
Gender as Power 
 Having explored the male protagonists' representation of ideal black manhood, I will now
turn to the power relations that are established in gender relations in the three movies and to the
scenes of heroic transformation. As Joan Scott points out, power hierarchies are expressed in and
signified by gender hierarchies. Gender hierarchies also serve to legitimate certain social acts and
relationships (1069), and to express critique of social or political systems in the form of a refusal to
apply established gender relations of competing systems (1072). In the movies the visualized power
relations are not social, political, or physical, but are defined in terms of moral superiority. Before I
explore these power relations, I will investigate the ways in which black female and male and white
female and male characters are represented on screen in 12 Years a Slave, Selma and The Birth of a
Nation.
In  general  all  three movies feature women only as secondary characters who are barely
shown acting, but are usually only acted on, provoking reactions only by being women. At most,
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they influence the protagonists' decisions. When the female characters attempt to act, they are often
restricted  by  male  agency,  for  example  when  Patsey's  suicidal  intentions  are  suspended  by
Solomon's refusal to assist (01:19:14). The black male protagonists are always patient, friendly,
supportive, and loving towards black women, or at least treat them respectfully and as equals, and
they are also friendly and respectful towards most white women in all three movies. Black women
rely on and respect black men, but are not made dependent by them. They show an equally strong
self-respect in dealing with black men as they do with white men, reacting to them according to
how they are treated. Black female characters ironically achieve power because they are objects of
black and white men's relationships to them. These relationships keep female characters from being
understood  as  independent,  equal,  or  emancipated  (as  is  historically  realistic),  but  allow  a
differentiation in the way they are treated by black and white men. On a filmic level, one way in
which the equality between black men and women is visualized is staging encounters between the
characters  at  eye  level.  As mentioned earlier, 12 Years a  Slave and  Selma start  with scenes  of
husband and wife facing each other at the same level, being filmed from the side showing their
profiles, and the same arrangement can be found in  The Birth of a Nation, when Nat and Cherry
Ann are having a picnic later in the movie. The one time that Solomon loses his patience with
another slave, Eliza, and shouts at her, and later grabs her, the confrontation is again filmed in a side
view. This perspective makes their eye lines even to underscore that it  is an argument between
equals (40:14). Although Frank B. Wilderson III argues that in 12 Years a Slave eye line matching is
not  a  sign  of  social  stability  (144),  it  nevertheless  can  be  seen  as  an  expression  of  a  stable
relationship between genders, signifying the male hero's respect for women even when he is losing
his patience with one of them.
Even though historically white women were more powerful than black women, in the films
they are  portrayed  as  jealous,  helpless  or  powerless,  shallow,  or  naive  characters  that  are  not
respected by white men and are respected,  but  not loved, by black men.  White women mostly
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appear in the background of scenes in all three movies, standing behind their husbands, approaching
the characters' interactions from the distance and mostly having no say in them; if they talk they are
barely listened to. Their family lives are shown from afar, with almost no tender interactions, and
the communication with their husbands is reduced to a repetitive minimum of factual or disputing
exchange. The Birth of a Nation depicts the decline of respect and tolerance within one family of
slavers, giving white female characters no power, but tying the emotional state of white men to their
presence.  12 Years  a Slave,  on the contrary,  expresses nuances  of  differences  in female family
interactions within two different kinds of slave owner families, even though this does not change
the marginalization of white female characters and their impotence. Selma doesn't feature specific
white female characters, but shows them as members of the crowd who vilify the protesters against
King's undertakings. As for white men, the distinction between “good and bad whites” has to be
made for women in  Selma,  too, especially because the moral superiority to the dominant white
culture  becomes  less  general  and  more  specific  as  soon  as  white  supporters  arrive  as  a
reinforcement for the marchers,  being called “nice,  respectable white folks” by a SNCC leader
(01:30:33).  This expression again underlines  the double-consciousness black people experience:
white  culture  automatically associates  whiteness  with respect,  and  does  not  make a  distinction
between “good and bad whites” in questions of everyday behavior towards women or minorities,
because  it  presumed  the  inherent  superiority  of  whiteness.  White  Southerners  in  Selma don't
differentiate between black men and women either: white police men and racists are shown using
violence against both. Moreover, several scenes foreground police violence against women. White
women aren't equipped with power, nor do they have destructive or supportive roles; rather, they are
the complement to negative male white characters and are assumed to be equally racist and violent.
The relationship between white men and white women is therefore represented in all three movies,
but only visualized in  12 Years a Slave and  The Birth of a Nation where it  is contrasted to the
relationship between black men and women in two different kinds of scenes that feature encounters
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on eye level.
In  12 Years a Slave Master Epps and his wife are filmed from the side while having an
argument about the female slave Patsey, in whom Master Epps has a specific interest (01:01:05, Fig.
4). Subtle differences illustrate the actual power structure in the relationship between the spouses by
inviting a comparison with Solomon's values in marriage. 
Fig.4. Mistress and Master Epps
If we watch the scene without sound it doesn't appear to be violent at first glance: Master Epps
looks into his wife's eyes; he touches her face tenderly when talking to her. But while doing so, his
body exceeds the frame so that the viewer can't see the top of his head, and he blocks his wife's way
out of the scene when he towers in front of her. Moreover the eye-to-eye scene is framed by a
glance above his shoulder into her face in the beginning and at the end. Master Epps doesn't change
position and doesn't move, but stands still and lets his wife move around him, expressing power and
dominance by being the center of the scene. The audio adds what the visuals are insinuating to the
attentive observer: the married couple exchange words of hatred. On closer examination, the alleged
or possible equality on a visual level suggested by the couple standing on the same side of racial
dominance is identified as mistreatment and oppression of the female white character by the male
one. 
Staged between mother and son, the eye level scene in The Birth of a Nation is one of the
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scenes that lead to the transformation of the black protagonist  into a hero.  It  is  set  at a dinner
invitation that is supposed to make “the Turner name mean something again” (58:45), a remark by
Master  Turner  that  also  alludes  to  the  fact  that  the  last  names  of  enslaved  people  are  never
consistent and barely have any meaning. That connection ridicules the insinuated friendship with
Nat with whom Master Turner grew up and who also bears the last name Turner. At the dinner table
Master Turner sits opposite his mother, Miss Elizabeth. He replaces his late father in this festivity
that was “a tradition of [his] daddy many years ago” (59:49). The camera doesn't focus on Elizabeth
and Master Turner sideways, but aims at visual equality by showing both of them alternating in a
frontal  view or  above the  shoulder  of  the  other.  But  while  Miss  Elizabeth  looks  insecure  and
concerned, Master Turner, even though he is not totally comfortable, still seems determined to make
the dinner a success and to stay in his role as the head of the household. When his mother looks at
him, perhaps trying to catch his glance, he doesn't look back, and he is the only one who seems to
be allowed to officially talk to the guests (Fig. 5). An exception is Nat, whom he asks to say the
mealtime prayer. But the scene is framed in such a way that makes this gesture seem to be part of a
demonstration of power rather than of friendship,  because Turner only invites Nat to pray after a
guest points out that part of Turner's income comes from his “colored preacher” (01:00:01). Miss 
Fig. 5. Miss Elizabeth and Master Turner
Elizabeth looks at Nat apparently in sympathetic understanding of the situation, but she can't do
anything about it in her passive role as a woman. While the scenes at eye level between black men
and women convey equity and respect,  the scenes between white men and women show white
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men's social power over white women which often manifests in dominance, fear, and hatred and
therefore grants men only a socially constructed, but not morally based superiority.
In the relationships between white men and black women portrayed in the movies viewers
can  observe  sexual  desire,  sexual  abuse,  rape,  physical  violence,  and  objectification.  In  Selma
women are rejected, beaten, and killed by white men; in  The Birth of a Nation black women are
raped and beaten while their happy marriages to black men are shown intensely before these acts of
violence; and an under-aged girl is rescued out of a white man's bed (01:25:55). In 12 Years a Slave
Patsey  is  a  victim  of  violence  at  the  hands  of  Mistress  Epps  and  of  rape  by  Master  Epps.
Nonetheless,  in all  three movies the black female characters who suffer abuse are portrayed as
strong  and  appear  spiritually  unbreakable.  They believe  in  love  or  a  greater  good,  endure  the
suffering but do not accept it, and, although they are an “object of irredeemable violence on the one
hand,” they are a site of unchecked physical, intellectual, and sensual generativity on the other”
(Bradley 163). Again 12 Years a Slave offers more nuances of the general picture by reversing the
relationships in the example of that between white Master and black Mistress Shaw, which shows
the  possibility  of  a  viable  interracial  relationship.  After  Eliza  is  removed  from  Master  Ford's
plantation because she can't stop crying for her children, her fate as former wife of a white master is
explained in a flashback (44:28): because of the jealousy of a white woman (her master's daughter
from a previous marriage), Eliza was sold as a slave again, escaped, and was caught by the same
slave catchers as Solomon. This puts Mistress Shaw's position into perspective, hinting at the moral
inferiority of her race in the view of whites that she can't abandon. Another nuance is shown in the
character of Patsey. When she makes the decision to end her life and this attempt is thwarted by
Solomon's refusal to assist, she confirms the pattern of self-determination and endurance of black
female characters, but nevertheless stays within the passivity of female characters in general. The
viewer  knows that  for  Master  Epps she  is  indispensable because  of  his  desire  for  her  and her
working surplus as the slave who is picking the most cotton (Bradley 168), giving her power over
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him. In the attempted suicide for which she wants Solomon's assistance her moral superiority to
Master Epps is clarified; in contrast to him, as a spiritual, religious woman she doesn't want to sin.
However,  just  as  Solomon can't  escape  submitting to his  masters  socially,  she can't  escape her
subordination to her master and to men in general. She is equal to Solomon, but passive in her role
as a woman. Even though those variations of the theme seem to offer diversified perspectives on
black female agency, in the end the message of their good-heartedness and self-confidence, but also
passiveness, remains the same. 
While women are generally passive in the three movies, black women are portrayed as more
compassionate, considerate, and self-confident than white women. Black men exceed white men in
questions of manhood, moral values, and agency and their treatment of women, but also in their
social skills in general and especially their are moral integrity. White men mistreat black men and
women, though in different ways,  as well as they do white women. Until the happy or at  least
hopeful endings of the three movies,  characters who are an exception to the rule, for example,
Master Ford or the supporting white preachers in Selma,are failing as models of opposition because
other, immoral white men inhibit their good intentions. They are distinguished as “good” whites,
but are powerless against the “bad” whites, being at the most equal, but not superior to black men.
The Hero as an Embodiment of Societal Values
Before I will have a closer look at one scene from each movie that I identify as the most
significant to illustrate the quadrangular gender relations that establish the black male heterosexual
protagonist as mentally and morally superior to white men, more precisely the slave owners, I will
investigate the figure of the black hero. The quadrangular relations are put up among a black man, a
black woman, a white man, and a white woman. The power relations expose the protagonists' flaws,
which, however, can be overcome. Therefore the flaw elevates the protagonist into the position of a
guiding hero holding up society's values, justifying them by his stylized masculinity and devaluing
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the slave masters' traditional values. He does so by not disrespecting them, but by despising them
and not adopting their inhumane principles. 
Heroes usually “arise in areas of life where there is a focus of public interest” (Klapp 135).
They “serve[...] as a symbol of a group's differential identity” (Roberts 7) and are traditionally male
(Klapp 136, Roberts 2-3, Bernier 520). But other than white heroes, for whom “the public usually
infers the traits of a hero from the things he has done” (Klapp 138),  the black hero's origin in
folklore tradition defines him in “terms of something other than acts or deeds” (Roberts 1983, 179).
He exists “more as a projection than a role model” (Roberts 1983, 180). Folk heroic creation occurs
when in critical times groups feel that their foundational cultural values are under threat. Groups
then tend to “recognize in the actions of certain figures, which may already be known to them,
qualities or behaviors that they have reasons to believe would enhance culture-building,” figures
that are able to “protect the identity and values of the group in the face of a threat to them” (Roberts
5). Other than being part of spectacular life-saving undertakings or dramatic fights, for traditional
black heroes to “assert any power at all is a triumph” (Roberts 1983, 181). The black folk hero does
not have to act heroically, but can be a hero without enacting or by counter-acting heroic features
like saving people, aiding the poor and unfortunate, self-sacrificing for an important cause, tricking
superior  opponents  or  performing  miraculous  feats  (Klapp  136-137).  The  counter-acting  was
supposed to show “a lack of respect for the values of the dominant culture” (Roberts 1983, 189) and
to highlight their own cultural values. Especially in the nineteenth-century black folkloric tradition,
a protagonist could act “against established social, moral, and legal codes that restricted the lives of
blacks with full awareness of the consequences of those actions” (Roberts 1983, 182).  Through
these actions he could become or remain a hero because of the defense of cultural values and the
superiority he gained by being aware of his transgressions and still conducting them for a greater
good. The “badman” (Roberts 1983, 182) was an embodiment of the idea that “black possibilities
for meaningful and ideal heroic action lie outside of the established social and political systems”
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(Roberts 1983, 190).
The three historical movies feature black heroes who on the one hand represent stereotypical
heroic archetypes in black and white culture, as they are “heavily steeped in affirming a division
between right and wrong [and] operat[ing]  within a moral framework” and are “victorious,  not
because of superior strength or weaponry,  but because of moral  determination demonstrated by
concern for others and notions of justice” (Nama 4). On the other hand, in contrast to traditional
folk heroes, they don't counteract the alleged moral and cultural superiority of white culture, being
just  by being unjust  or  emphasizing wrongs  by doing wrongs.  Instead  they demonstrate  white
culture's moral inadequacy in the treatment of other human beings, especially women, and in the
process  they  demonstrate  their  own  superior  masculinity.  The  notion  of  heroic  warfare  and
martyrdom can be found especially in The Birth of a Nation, but otherwise the movies' protagonists
establish their superiority in the enactment of values rather than in deeds. Also present is the heroic
victory. Even though in  The Birth of a Nation  Nat Turner is publicly executed at the end of the
movie, he has managed to save his family and to pass on the revolutionary thought to an upcoming
generation.  The movie  ends  with  a  hopeful  scene:  the  slave  who  had  betrayed  Turner's  revolt
becomes  morally converted  and  eventually fights  in  the  Civil  War,  helping the  Union win the
victory that ends slavery. Violent revolution is present in The Birth of a Nation, but, as I will show,
it isn't the element that establishes black moral superiority. 
Nevertheless the historical connection between war and heroism is important in the time of
the BLM discourse in which the three movies emerged, but not in the form of a defense or possible
signs of heroic action but as a condition that created the need for heroes in the first place. The
thought that heroic actions “reflect values guiding action associated with war has been extremely
influential in the study of the folklore of heroism” (Roberts 3). The hero becomes an “individual
whose actions are perceived as the most advantageous for protecting group values during times of
war” (Roberts 5), defeating the threat to culture-building that is intensified in the confrontation of
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two parties representing different  cultural  values.  During a public debate at  Harvard university,
public  figures  representing BLM, who refused to define themselves  as the movement's  leaders,
pictured the situation of black people in the US as being engaged in a “war”. Rapper and activist Tef
Poe speaks of “something that we’re describing as a war—we describe what’s happening to black
people in America as a war,” claiming that  “the U.S. government [had] declared war on a black
community” (Green 13, 14). The African American historian Robin D. G. Kelley confirms that there
is  “war  on  black  people,”  repeating,  “That  is  true.  It  is  a  war”  (Green  14,  15).  In  the  public
discourse BLM and the term “war” are strongly connected, perhaps because of footage of police
brutality, rioting in the streets, or publications like Heather MacDonald's book The War on Cops:
How the New Attack on Law and Order Makes Everyone Less Safe (2016). Just as in a war, Mac
Donald sees the need to pick a side and to argue against  BLM in favor of the criminal-justice
system, which she sees as more under attack and thus endangered than black lives seem to be
because of police brutality.
The need  for  a  public  display and  acknowledgment  of  cultural  values  as  guidance  and
justification for  action becomes obvious when we consider  the political  and social  situation in
which  BLM  emerged.  Besides  basic  human  rights,  the  values  of  black  culture  were  and  are
threatened,  due  to  mass  incarceration  and  police  brutality.  Both  are  socially  and  politically
connected with the lack of appropriate representation. The enhanced visibility of these inequities in
times of social media and the contrasting of role-models and change of focus in times of the first
black president of the US raise the awareness for this threat.
The values that are demanded on BLM's website are “freedom and justice for Black people,
and by extension all people,” empathy, “justice, liberation, and peace in […] engagement with one
another.” They can be subsumed under the figurative description of being “part of the global Black
family” that is supposed to work under consideration of inclusion of minorities or disadvantaged
groups within black communities. The “type of hero that a group will embrace, depends, first of all,
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on the nature of the forces responsible for the situation perceived as threatening to culture-building”
and  stands  in  a  folkloric  tradition  for  which  “slavery  constitutes  the  temporal  and  social
environment” (Roberts 6, 8). Therefore, in order to live up to the values of general tolerance and
life-affirmation  rather  than  destruction  or  revenge,  a  heroic  figure  constructed  in  the  cultural
discourse of BLM had to be able to face not only a long tradition of misrepresentation, but also an
often unfavorable and harmful self-representation. The hero has to dismiss negative black traits and
condemn only those parts of the white culture that are perceived as harmful for the  representation
of black identity  and culture-building. As mentioned earlier, historical movies provide a familiar
and publicly accepted narrative frame that allows emotional access through encoded memories and
contemporary values or objectives that  can be deployed. As Litwack points out,  “whenever we
encounter  repetition  in  cultural  forms,  we  are  indeed  not  viewing  'the  same  thing'  but  its
transformation, not just a formal ploy but often the willed grafting onto culture of an essentially
philosophical  insight  about  the  shape  of  time and history'”  (Litwack,  qtd.  in  Roberts  12).  The
emergence of black heroes in traditional narratives in times of BLM can be seen in this context of
grafting an essentially philosophical insight onto cultural manifestations of society.
Even before the emergence of folk heroes in Western culture, the heroic tradition can be
traced back to ancient Greece. A tragic hero, as first defined by Aristotle, becomes a hero not or not
only because of his superiority but because of a character flaw, a so called hamartía that changes his
fortune from good to bad or from lucky to unlucky, and makes the audience feel pity and fear for
him (Smithson 12) in order to experience an inner cleansing, a catharsis. The effect of the cleansing
doesn't seem to play a role in the historical movies, but the heroes'  hamartíae do. They are again
realized in gender questions and don't change the heroes' fortune but reveal, or are, flaws that are
bound to gender definitions and are an inherent feature of the heroic status. Because the hamartíae
don't change the protagonists' fortune but turn the protagonists into morally superior heroes after all,
I will call them “reversed hamartíae.” Reversed hamartíae are flaws that don't influence the plot,
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but represent and negotiate traits that possibly stand in the tradition of misrepresentation of black
men and therefore in the way of moral heroism. Nevertheless those traits lead to a morally valuable
solution of critical situations when the protagonists don't abandon but tolerate the unfavorable flaws
and negotiate them within concepts of ideal manhood. In this transformation the movies are giving
their own answers to the question if “slaves [should] be portrayed as pitiful victims or resolute
heroes,” taking position in a debate that arose as soon as “slavery ha[d] emerged from the hidden
recesses of the American past” (Berlin 1260). The films are providing the enslaved protagonists in
12 Years a Slave and  The Birth of a Nation,  and the second-class African American citizens in
Selma with the agency to rise from the position of naturally flawed human beings – not victims – to
the status of morally superior heroes. The heroes' strength can't be found in resolution, resistance, or
revolution, but mainly in the transformation of human traits into a superior morality that is more
credible and less artificial than the representable role choices Berlin discussed.
The Transformation into a Hero: An Investigation in Three Scenes
As  I  have  argued,  in  the  movies  the  gender  relations  signifying  power  relations  are
symbolized  and  visualized  in  a  quadrangular  constellation.  On  one  axis  they  are  established
between the black male protagonist and hero, who needs to be heterosexual to make them work, and
white male antagonists, also heterosexual; on the other axis they are established by female black
characters and female white figures who don't  have to be present in a defined role,  but  whose
function can also be fulfilled in absence, making the constellation visually a triangular one while the
quadrangle remains on a symbolic level. I will investigate one scene from each film in order to
analyze the quadrangular constellation in it, identify the black male protagonists'  hamartíae and
consequently describe their transformation into a heroic figure embodying guiding cultural values.
In 12 Years a Slave the scene in which Solomon becomes a hero is the one in which Patsey
returns from Master Shaw's farm and is confronted by the jealous Master Epps (01:45:50). This
Morawetz 35
scene,  composed  of  multiple  frames,  is  also  the  one  in  which  the  quadrangular  relationship
becomes most obvious in all three movies. It  starts with a close up of a shirt on a clothing line
turned upside down, moving lifelessly in a breeze. The camera zooms out into a peaceful scene of
black female slaves hanging clothes on lines,  when shouting can be heard from a distance and
Master Epps storms into the scene and grabs one of the women. He asks for Patsey, and pushes the
woman to the ground when she says that she doesn't know where Patsey is. Then he moves on to
another woman, hugging her tenderly and desperately while she is obviously in fear of him. The
camera slowly moves around him and the women; his unpredictable and seemingly insane rage is
contrasted with the steady and calm camera work. After a cut the viewer sees Patsey appear around
a corner behind a hog pen, which has been shown before and often is the center of the scenes on
Epps's farmland. A second later the point-of-view shot on Patsey is identified as that of Solomon,
who is feeding the pigs. While the camera looks across his shoulder, Master Epps comes out of the
house, approaching Patsey, who is now in a direct line between Solomon, the pigs, and Master
Epps. Epps starts pushing Patsey alongside the pen towards the camera, while Solomon keeps on
moving around the pen, finally coming to a halt behind Epps and Patsey so that the viewer sees his
back. He then turns around and tries to defend Patsey and gets hit by Epps. The intervention doesn't
seem to be successful, but on a filmic level it brings Patsey back in a line between him and Epps,
illustrating that she is the object of negotiation of moral values between the men. Since Solomon
stopped feeding the pigs, it is the first time that the film shows the three outside the context of slave
labor. Patsey holds on to both men, shielding Solomon and facing Epps. 
The scene reaches a possible turning point when Patsey lets go of Solomon and confesses to
Epps that she went to Shaw's farm to get a piece of soap. She seems to be desperate, but she is
neither pitied nor is her honesty rewarded by Epps. While in the beginning of the confession both
men can still be seen, even though the focus is on Patsey's face, the camera then slightly moves,
turning the scene into an encounter at eye-level, this time between Patsey and Epps (01:48:28, Fig.
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6). But as in the eye level scene with his wife, Epps is exceeding the frame, even though he is on the
left side of Patsey, while he was on his wife's right side. This reversal can be interpreted as an
illustration of Epps' wrongdoing towards both women: both white women and black women aren't
treated  appropriately,  even  though they stand  on opposite  sides  of  the social  spectrum.  Unlike
Mistress  Epps,  Patsey has  Solomon behind  her,  figuratively and  literally.  Epps  doesn't  believe
Patsey, and when he turns his head to command someone to punish her the camera moves with him,
allowing the viewer a glance across his shoulder at his wife coming out of the house. 
Fig. 6. Master Epps and Patsey
The line of people the viewer can't see in total but  is aware of now includes Solomon, Patsey,
Master  Epps,  and  Mistress  Epps.  Patsey still  is  the  medium of  negotiation  between  Epps  and
Solomon,  while  Mistress  Epps,  as  it  later  becomes  obvious,  appears  not  even  to  back  up  her
husband, but to act out her own oppression and jealousy by humiliating Patsey once again. Epps and
Patsey continue to look at each other, when Patsey on Epps's command is dragged out of the line
and brought to a post where she is stripped naked and supposed to be beaten. As Epps's property,
she  is  forcefully  removed  from the  negotiation  and  inserted  into  his  moral  world  order.  After
whispering in her ear, he comes to a stand behind her. Because she is naked and tied to a pole, this
is a threatening arrangement that echoes in reverse the moment when Solomon was standing behind
her in a supportive manner. On the level of social power, it is also a visualization of the actual
situation between master and slave. Epps again surmounts Patsey and the frame, showing his social
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status as her owner and his consequent entitlement to her body, but this time Patsey's status of
helplessness and passiveness is obvious, too. The focus then moves on to Epps, no one else being in
the frame, and his wife becomes active in the scene for the first time, saying, “Do it” and “Strike the
life from her” (01:49:20). The camera then zooms in on Epps, but he can't bring himself to strike
Patsey, and passes the whip on to Solomon. His wife stands in the background, invisible to the
viewer, but while Solomon slowly attempts to take over Epps's place she continues to demand that
her husband conduct the punishment. 
According to Wilderson, even though “[c]onventionally, the object of sadism can, tomorrow,
become the subject of sadism,” the sadism that “constitutes the spectacles of 12 Years a Slave […]
is not imbued with reciprocity” (Wilderson 145). However, in my view Mistress Epps is subjected
to her husband's emotional sadism. In turning against Patsey she seeks revenge for the sadism, and
thus transforms herself from an object to a subject. Though she is equally helpless against the white
slave  owner,  she  finds  relief  in  using  her  racial  superiority  to  gain  a  limited  and  morally
reprehensible self-empowerment, even if Epps doesn't seem to hear her at all. When Solomon starts
to strike Patsey the quadrangular power formation is at its peak, symbolically and visually. All four
points can be located and are visible (01:50:15). The focus lies on Patsey: she is in the foreground
of the scene and all eyes are on her. She hasn't done anything wrong, but is punished and endures
the whiplashes with cries of pain, but without complaining. The moral negotiation is literally fought
on Patsey's back (Fig. 7). Solomon does what he is told, but refuses to strike her hard. Mistress
Epps encourages him to strike Patsey because she is jealous of her, while Master Epps wants to see
her hurt because he actually desires her and therefore is also jealous, but of Master Shaw. Moreover
he is furious because he can't possess her completely, even though he possesses her in an economic
and legal sense.
Solomon and Patsey have a clear conscience. They accept what they have to do under the
circumstances, but nothing more. As Solomon says to Eliza in the beginning of the film, he only
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“survives” (40:45): when Epps threatens to kill him if he doesn't strike harder, he first obeys, but
then suddenly stops. Epps takes over and strikes Patsey until she faints. Mistress Epps watches 
Fig. 7. The Quadrangular Constellation in 12 Years a Slave
silently, while Solomon cries and desperately shouts at Epps, saying that he will have to pay for this
injustice and sin at one point in his life. Epps replies that there is no sin in questions of property and
goes back into the house, again followed by his wife whose interactions he had ignored the entire
time.  The visual  line  now shows the  couple  as  they move out  of  the  frame,  while  the  crying
Solomon is moving towards the camera to the unconscious Patsey, and unties her from the pole.
Solomon and Patsey on the one hand are standing in for the same beliefs and values, symbolizing
solidarity and being close to the viewer in their suffering. Master and Mistress Epps on the other
hand  don't  even  share  the  same emotions  towards  Patsey,  even  though both wanted  her  to  be
punished, and blur out of the viewer's sight.
The constellation in this scene clarifies the power relations that become obvious in gender
roles. Mistress Epps is morally wrong, but also treated badly by her husband; Master Epps doesn't
seem to love her and never listens to her. Solomon ignores her, but doesn't  seem to blame her.
Master Epps acts in a morally reprehensible way by treating his wife the way he does, and also by
abusing and raping Patsey. He can't  control  his feelings and wants to possess her sexually,  and
maybe be desired and loved by her, something he can't enforce. Solomon treats Patsey morally fair,
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their friendship has no sexual implications which becomes obvious when she tries to shield him
from Epps. When Solomon strikes Patsey, he could lose his status as a figure of ideal manhood.
However, I am arguing that because of the film's strategic use of gender relations he actually gains
heroic status at exactly this moment. Patsey and Mistress Epps are both unheard and mistreated by
Master Epps; both appear to be powerless to stop him. But while Patsey is shown trying to explain
herself,  speaking  the  truth  and  shielding  Solomon,  Mistress  Epps  only encourages  the  sadistic
punishment without even knowing why Patsey is punished. While Solomon treats both of them with
respect, Master Epps does not. Solomon whips Patsey only lightly at  first,  and more forcefully
when his life is threatened. In view of what he said to Eliza earlier in the movie, it becomes clear
that he wants to survive, mainly for the sake of his family. The severe whiplashes are a compromise,
which makes him suffer as much as Patsey does, as visualized in his tears, his verbal confrontation
with Epps and his solicitude for Patsey after the incident.  This compromise can be seen as his
reversed hamartía. Pity and fear were felt by the audience before, but are diminished as soon as the
viewer  becomes  aware  that  Solomon's  superior  morality  raises  him  above  the  grievances
surrounding him. He acts exactly the way he has to in order to survive and have a chance to return
to his family, his personal desire and responsibility as father and husband being his flaw. As an
individual he prioritizes a certain trait of ideal black masculinity that therefore makes him morally
vulnerable. Solomon strikes Patsey as long as it is morally bearable and necessary without being
punished himself, and he is forgiven immediately, when Patsey allows him to be present while other
slaves are taking care of her wounds. As soon as the flaw is discussed in a controlled manner, the
hero  doesn't  act  as  a  direct  model  for  the  audience's  own actions,  as  Aristotle  defines  a  hero
(Smithson 15). Unlike Aristotle's tragic hero, who “cannot offer a model of emulative behavior for
confronting similar  situations  in  real  life”  (Roberts  3),  but  by cementing moral  values  in  trial
situations he “creates and maintains an image of [a group] to proclaim difference from others by
objectifying in [the group's] institutions the ideals that [the group] claims for itself” (Roberts 1).
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Solomon knows that Patsey would be beaten anyway, and he knows that there is a risk that he
would have to abandon his family for good if he refuses to execute the command. He favors one
masculine trait—family values—or maybe simply his own survival and therefore the values of pride
and self-determination,  and temporarily neglects  his  respectful  and protective  behavior  towards
women. Solomon becomes a hero by dealing with a situation, but not accepting it, and by living up
to the values and expectations of his role as a man and recognizing, accepting, and negotiating the
flaw that comes with it. Even by beating Patsey he is still or becomes morally superior to the white
man, who doesn't have any family values and moral values to defend. Epps isn't self-determined and
gives in to negative feelings; he does not have enough self-confidence to accept a rejection and in
comparison  with  Solomon does  not  represent  manhood,  but  displays  immorality  and  therefore
moral  inferiority  in  gender  questions.  In  contrast  this  inferiority  thus  manifests  Solomon's
qualification as a heroic leader who presents and protects group values and is the more powerful
one, if not under the social and political conditions at least in questions of humanity and moral fiber.
In Selma the crucial scene in which King becomes a heroic figure is the one in which he and
his wife Coretta are listening to a threatening message on their answering machine, followed by his
decision to stay with his family after the conversation and the phone calls he makes to let his allies
and  supporters  know about  his  decision  (01:01:04).  In  the  beginning  of  the  scene,  the camera
switches between frontal views of King and Coretta sitting in chairs on opposite sides of their living
room. Coretta is shown sitting behind the answering machine,  then in a profile view, while the
caller on tape threatens the King family that the public will find out that King is an “evil, abnormal
beast,” and plays a recording of a man and a woman having sex. When King tells his wife that the
tape doesn't play his moaning the cuts don't allow the viewer to find out if he's looking at her or at
the answering machine, while she, still  seen from a side view, looks in the other direction and
answers calmly that she “know[s] what [he] sound[s] like,” dismissing his concern. The viewer is
left  in  the  dark  about  whether  she  already  is  certain  about  King  having  affairs,  which  are  a
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biographical fact (Appelo). The answering machine as the third point on a line, or of a triangle,
being still in between them (Fig.8), she then expresses her concern about King's safety. She refers to
the “constant fog of death” that prevents her from “seeing life sometimes,” and mentioning the
death threats to their children, repeats her concern about her husband's and her children's safety.
While speaking, she rises from her chair and brings herself in between the answering machine and
King, now definitely looking at him (Fig. 9). 
Fig. 8. Coretta behind the Answering Machine Fig. 9. Coretta in front of the Answering 
Machine
She asks him “If I ask you something, will you answer me with the truth?” He first shakes his head,
then goes over to a nod and says “Yes.” As an answer Coretta shows his reaction in reverse: she
says “Good,” nodding her head, and adds “Because I am not a fool,” shaking it. When she asks if he
loves her, he confirms it, and when she asks if he loves “any of the others” he denies it. She is
standing in front of him and between him and the answering machine the whole time and leaves the
room  after  his  last  “no”,  while  he  remains  seated  in  the  same  position  during  the  entire
conversation.  After  a  cut,  a  filmic  collage  lets  the  viewer  hear  King's  call  to  rearrange  his
participation in the march to Montgomery. Mainly the person on the other end of the phone line
talks, while King is seen walking through his family's house and looking at his sleeping wife and
children, showing protective behavior by tucking them up.
In  the  interplay of  “yes”  and  “no”,  of  confirmation  and  negation,  no  white  people  are
physically present. It can only be assumed that the voice on the answering machine belongs to a
white person, especially in the historical context that the FBI blackmailed King to prevent his plans
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(Garrow). The indicators in the film are intertitles that name and date FBI surveillance of King's
actions, but only insinuate that this specific threat could be FBI-related, too. It is possible that the
threats in general are a white “hyperactive governmental response to any real or imagined black
threats” (Boskin 477). But since King also had adversaries among black people, as is suggested
after Coretta's conversation with Malcolm X earlier in the movie (42:27), the identity of the caller
can't be determined. Moreover, some reviewers agree that the letter that is cited in the message and
that is an existent historical document, was actually written by an African American (Appelo). Even
though no definite statement about the identity of the caller can be made, it is certain that King and
his family are threatened because he is advocating for the rights of black people. Even though he
does it  in a peaceful  manner, his resistance puts the caller into the position of someone who is
opposing black rights and therefore puts the phone in the tradition of the white adversary. Still
Selma in general also allows a differentiation between “good” and “bad” white men. The bad white
men don't refrain from treating white people who share King's values in the same violent way as
black people. In the visualization of the quadrangular constellation the phone as the “bad white
man” is first located between Coretta and King, then behind her back; as she stands before the
phone and shields King from it.  By this position she disempowers the caller's  accusations, and
instead makes herself the agent of moral judgment. In the triangular constellation the answering
machine stands in for both, white men and women. In the scene described the threats on the phone
touch a topic different from threats to the King family's well-being: the accusation that King is an
“evil, abnormal beast” refers to his extramarital affairs, alluding to them in the recording of a couple
having sex. King is not directly criticized for his political activism or his religious beliefs, but for
his moral standards. His honesty, responsibility, love and faithfulness are cast into doubt, not only in
his marriage but in all areas of his life. Coretta says that she “got used to” the death threats, but
what  she needs  answers  to  are  questions  of  moral  values.  Even  though the  threats  initiate  the
conversation between the spouses, they themselves don't  have any impact. Coretta seems to be
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aware of  or  suspect  King's  affairs  and takes the opportunity to  confront  him with them, while
actually  not  seeming  to  care  about  the  obscenity  of  the  message.  Her  almost  poetic  language
contrasts sharply with the vulgarity, underscoring moral superiority. 
This situation represents King's reversed  hamartía,  the moral dilemma that makes him a
hero  in  the  first  place.  Just  like  Patsey,  Coretta  is  open,  honest,  and  innocent.  She  takes  the
metaphorical beating and is determined to bear it. She has been hurt by the threats to her family's
safety already; her conversation with King is about moral judgment alone. Coretta takes over what
the viewer had to do in  12 Years a Slave and asks questions of faith. That explains King's short
answers: he doesn't utter apologies or excuses, but provides her and the audience with what they
need to know to judge and to forgive him. While King is superior in questions of humanity, his wife
also  has  to  be  equipped  with  a  superior  morality  to  forgive  his  flaw  and  confirm  his moral
superiority. Just as Solomon's wish to survive and to get back to his family is one based on moral
values,  but  makes  him  act  in  a  potentially  immoral  manner  by  striking  Patsey,  King's  also
egocentric decision to have sexual affairs seems to be a moral flaw, according to societal, social and
masculine values as defined by Hunter and Davis. At the same time the affairs confirm the imagery
of black masculinity that isn't supposed to be ideal but rather competing with or challenging white
hegemonic power: the imagery of hypermasculinity (Hunter 467) that is left out in 12 Years a Slave
and The Birth of a Nation. According to Hunter and Davis, hypermasculinity emerged in the civil
rights era as “black rage” and was seen as a “powerful expression of manhood” (Hunter 467). Later
it  became  also  associated  with  “hyperaggressiveness,  hypersexuality,  excessive  emphasis  on
appearance  of  wealth,  and  the  absence  of  personal  accountability,”  and  was  seen  as  “aimless,
dangerous, and self-destructive” (Hunter 467). 
Selma in this scene therefore not only deals with the historical fact of King's affairs that has
to be confronted to make him a hero in the historical frame, but also uses it consciously to eliminate
white hegemonic and negative black public and self-images of manhood that could be evoked by it
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by letting Coretta speak justice. The only person to judge the adultery is King's wife, and by asking
for his moral values in questions that require clear answers, emphasizing the notion that the figure
of the hero is “heavily steeped in affirming a division between right and wrong” (Nama 4), she
makes  his  character  display  the  right  morality  behind  possibly  wrongful  behavior.  This
demonstration of morality completes the image of the black hero in contradiction to the callers, who
don't respect any social values at all, and threaten and harass a woman and her children. When
Coretta defies death, defends love, and supports King's work, she stands in for a greater good. At
the same time she is visually the one not at eye level but above her husband. Coretta is strategically
used  to  construct  and  justify  King's  leadership  in  this  scene  without  transgressing  the  social
passiveness of her female role.
With his wife's  forgiveness,  King becomes morally invulnerable and regains agency.  He
makes the decision to stay with his family,  being the man in the house, finally showing solely
positive traits of manhood, guarding his sleeping family. Similarly he is depicted having lunch in a
domestic arrangement. At the same time the movie shows his allies practicing defense against white
racists, President Johnson opposing the march in a speech, white men gathering to fight it, and the
two male  leaders  of  the  Student  Nonviolent  Coordinating  Committee  (SNCC)  discussing  their
participation in the march. In this discussion King is called a “hero” for the first time in the movie
(01:08:49). The placement of this denomination links his heroism in the interdependently cut scenes
to his decision as a man and husband to stay with his family. For the viewer it also is immediately
connected with the conversation with Coretta that made him a hero on a narrative level in the first
place, because his wife's moral verdict ultimately stands above that of their immoral adversaries.
As Ava DuVernay and some reviewers mention, the script for the film Selma was passed on
between producers and directors for five years before it got into DuVernay's hands. The original
script included Coretta only in a few scenes without lines (Serjeant), and interviews with the actual
Coretta King attest that a conversation like the one discussed didn't take place during the Kings'
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marriage (Reynolds, Appelo, Edwards). Only when DuVernay took over as director of the movie
and wrote Coretta's role as it is now into the script, the production process began. The historical
inaccuracy and the seeming importance of Coretta's role for a successful production emphasize that
the  moral  judgment  of  King  in  the  discussed  scene  isn't  an  arbitrary dramatic  element,  but  is
purposefully inserted to negotiate King's traits as transgressor and as the hero that was needed at the
time.
In The Birth of a Nation the scene in which the transformation from protagonist to hero takes
place is the scene of the festivity that used to be hosted as a tradition initiated by Master Turner's
father and that is revived by his son. Immediately before the event Nat's wife Cherry Anne is raped
and beaten by a group of slave catchers, but Master Turner still decides to host the dinner. Many
guests are seated at a long table, while slaves are serving food and providing musical entertainment.
In a toast Master Turner says about his father: “And for all he believed he placed family,
faith, and tradition at the top of his priority list” (59:50), points that Hunter and Davis identify as
central to black constructions of manhood, and that are immediately disproved by Master Turner in
his performance of white manhood. He doesn't seem to care about the discomfort of his mother,
Miss Elizabeth, mocks religious faith by letting Nat speak the mealtime prayer to show off with
him, and later breaks the unspoken tradition of treating slaves humanely on his farm by giving in to
the request of one of his guests to bed down with the slave Esther. His immoral behavior towards
his family and Nat, with whom he grew up, and his egocentrism convey a negative image of white
masculinity. Just like Master Epps, he is also portrayed as an alcoholic, who fails economically and
who doesn't show self-accountability, but is socially privileged only because of his race. When Nat
leads the prayer, still standing next to the table holding a bottle of wine in his function as a servant
at the dinner, he is closer to Miss Elizabeth than to Master Turner (Fig. 10). 
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Fig. 10. The Turners' Family Dinner
He thanks God for his “protection and [his] promise,” saying that He will be “an enemy to [their]
enemies” and will “oppose those who will oppose” them, meaning the Turner household and all
friends, allies and slaves. After the prayer a friend and fellow-slave of Turner's can be seen next to a
slave hut talking to Esther's husband, Hark, trying to persuade him to send Esther to the guest who
desires her company. Nat enters to intervene and decides to talk to Turner, who under the pressure
of his lecherous guest threatens to lynch all slaves and sends one of his white employees to get
Esther, probably forcefully. After a cut, Nat and another slave can be seen standing behind Hark
outside in the dark and waiting for Esther to come out of Master Turner's  house.  When Esther
returns, Nat's reversed hamartía becomes obvious when Hark blames him indirectly of having part
in what happened by asking, “Where is He, Nat? Where's God now?” Hark refers to the immediate
refutation of what Nat had preached a short time before. At this moment, God is not an enemy to
their  enemy or  opposes  those  who  are  opposing  them,  but  seems to  be  absent.  Moreover,  the
comment might also allude generally to Nat's positive reputation as a preacher among slaves, and to
his relatively privileged position as a slave that is partly associated with his literacy.
The visualization of the quadrangular relations in The Birth of a Nation are stretched across
a couple of scenes besides the core scene I have just described, and so are Nat's moral justification
and his transformation into a hero. In the quadrangular relation Master Turner's mother, whom the
Morawetz 47
son doesn't treat respectfully or as an equal, occupies the position of the white woman. The position
is also represented in the image of an absent, but generalized white woman, who is evoked by
Turner's failing masculinity and the air of incapability that ridicules his wish for “many generations
to come” (01:00:07). The absence of white women can also be seen at all the farms where Nat
preaches and where the slaves are treated much more cruelly than at Master Turner's plantation. In
the dinner scene Miss Elizabeth doesn't  speak,  but  her  looks at  Nat convey trust,  allowing the
viewer to assume that Nat treats her more respectfully than her son does. The white men who have a
negative function are Master Turner and the guest who asks for Esther's sexual services; the moral
flaws are recognizable in both of them. Master Turner himself doesn't rape Esther, but allows his
guest this transgression. On a visual level the arrangement of three participants in the constellation
of gender relations can be seen when Turner exits the house and is approached and confronted by
Nat, building a line to Esther, the black woman, who is symbolically shielded by Nat, and to his
guest who is located in the house behind him. After the rape Esther is sent out of the house alone,
coming back from the white men crying and going towards the black men who tried to protect her. 
Within the lines of the quadrangle Nat's good will to protect Esther becomes evident, and
also his hamartía: his failing faith. In contrast to the white men he has trust, faith and morality, but
is still incapable of protecting Esther and thus sees his values challenged. However, like Solomon
and King, he doesn't react blindly, but seems to be considered and holistic in his moral decisions.
Only in the aftermath of the incident does he become a hero, when he gets disappointed in his faith
again and again. Before the dinner scene, Cherry Anne is raped, and during the dinner Solomon
witnesses  Master  Turner's  betrayal  and sees  his faith  challenged for  the second time.  After the
dinner scene he receives a punishment for acting according to the word of God by baptizing a white
man; and finally his grandmother dies. Only then Solomon decides to act in a way according to his
religious faith; to be an enemy to his enemies and to revolt. He goes so far in his determination that
he accepts the possibility of losing his wife and daughter in the fight, as long as it is “God's will”
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(01:21:30), and also gets a blessing for his plans from his mother and his wife. Just as in  Selma,
their moral judgment is part of the ultimate moral justification. The upcoming killings are excused
by his recovered faith and the women's approval. Nat interprets God's word by applying his own
moral standards, and thus the borders of faith and will blur. He is taking the course of events into
his own hands, and accepts being hurt himself or hurting those he loves in order to accomplish a
greater good. This negotiation of moral values and personal beliefs gives Nat unsurpassable power.
All three movies create a leading male hero who stands in for society's values. To illustrate
this the hero has to be heterosexual in order to act in a recognizably and definably moral manner
within  the  constellations  of  a  gender  quadrangle  involving  desire  and  jealousy,  and  to  be
comparable with the white men who are, in contrast with the role of the black hero, portrayed as
weak, unmanly and ultimately powerless. In questions of being “unemotional, independent, non-
nurturing, aggressive, and dispassionate,” this portrayal at first corresponds with a turn in gender
studies in the 1990s towards defining “hegemonic masculinity not just as a type but as a negative
type.” However,  finally it  denies  the white  characters’ hegemony at  all  by letting those “toxic
practices” (Connell 840) be harmful, but morally not powerful. 12 Years a Slave again adds more
complexity to the story by letting Solomon be owned by slave holder with moral values first. By
staging a benevolent white slave owner, the film seems to blur the lines, but then relativizes this
optimistic beginning by making the friendly Master Ford powerless before the stereotypical white
overseer, John Tibeats, because of whom Solomon is sold to the cruel Master Epps. In The Birth of
the Nation the transfer from a good to a bad master occurs within Master Turner himself.
A New Representation of Black Manhood Paves the Way
Without a definition of black manhood on screen, the genesis of a heroic figure in the films
wouldn't have been possible. According to the definition of a hero in war times in white and black
folklore tradition, the constructed hero has to be male. Moreover, general societal gender rules serve
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as a means to illustrate the moral superiority of the black protagonists in contrast to the depravation
of  white  men,  who  in  the  movies  actually  embody  stereotypes  of  black  men:  they  are  evil,
abnormal, bestial, sinful, and ungodly. The moral connotation of their hegemonic traits is changed
to the opposite.  The black protagonists aren't  flawless in their actions either,  but their morality
legitimates their partly flawed and potentially immoral acts because the viewer sees on screen how
these acts develop from moral values. The moral values motivating the plot make the flaws reversed
hamartíae  that  transform the  protagonist  into  a  hero  and  raise  him above  simple  questions  of
empathy and compassion as he comes to incorporate common guiding values and justifications.
Because the heroes aren't supposed to be blueprints of specified role models, but of cultural values
that can be detached from individual personhood, the seeming contradiction with BLM's values of
tolerance and inclusion, which exceeds categories of gender (and more), is not confirmed by the
films' gender structures. 
The implicit critique of a culture or a system by transforming gender roles that Scott also
describes (1072) is in the movies partly realized by omitting certain gender questions. It is present
in  the  portrayal  of  black  men  who  are  acting  according  to  positive  traits  of  images  of  black
manhood and at the same time in matters of morality include the notion of putting the human being
in totality above his or her gender. This notion of equality contrasts with the unmanly white slave
owners who symbolize white mainstream culture's approach to the treatment of minorities. The fact
that the portrayed black characters don't treat men and women morally different and therefore omit
the question of gender suggests a critique of white culture, and especially white male hegemony,
that build on the oppression of minorities and thus emphasize differences in gender roles. 
For a resistance movement, Scott's description of the justification of certain actions through
gender questions is also important. What Joan Scott calls a legitimation of societal or political acts
through  gender  can  also  be  found  in  the  films.  Scott  argues  that  gender  roles  and  thus  the
established  and  commonly  approved  relationships  between  genders  are  used  to  justify  and
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legitimize political and societal actions and decisions (1070). In the films gender roles are used to
legitimize  resistance  and  revolt  by  black  men  by  showing  white  men's  immoral  treatment  of
women, who are depicted as passive and innocent, even though a difference between black and
white women is made. The movies convey the message that even, or especially, a morally good
person can take steps that don't seem right, but that are nevertheless justified by cultural moral
values. 
The  movies  show  a  moral  strength  that  overcomes  the  double-perception  of  double-
consciousness,  portraying  heroes  who  might  be  split  in  certain  questions,  but  who  let  these
questions only concern themselves and their values that align with societal values, which are now
generally seen as admirable. The protagonists/heroes appear to be whole and judged from a human,
and not a white, perspective, even though they are under the influence of white oppression.
The establishment of a leading figure who has the values of respect, tolerance, and gender
equality is a more effective role model for BLM than for example a black transsexual protagonist
would be: it defines a morally acceptable image of manhood from which other roles can differ and
derive. Even if the heroes might be seen as individuals and not as abstractions of cultural values, the
movies  provide  the  movement  with  leading  figures  that  in  their  conceptualization  create  an
accessible hero who lacks superpowers, but who sets an example of how to treat human beings,
whether it be blacks, whites, men, women or, by mental extension, disabled, queer, or trans people.
This moral superiority transfers to the hero the power traditionally associated with the white man,
power that he, himself being not perfect, uses only for actions based on his personal moral beliefs. 
The  historical  movies  encode  and  mirror  stories  of  racial  oppression  that  younger
generations grew up with, the “slave ship imprint” being on all of them (Bertye Saar, qtd. in Bernier
524), and that are encoded in the images of police brutality. The movies evoke the feeling of a
personal connection to the past, appealing to memories young people might not even have, but feel
to have in the form of postmemory. The repetition of stories of historical wrongs calls upon the
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general feeling and experience of social injustice, and the desire for its appropriate representation
leads to the construction of a counter-image to the misrepresentations and stereotypes produced by
the white gaze. At the same time a “cultural change through transformation” can be seen in the
transformation of the black male figure into a heroic figure who maintains “group values,” but also
adapts  them  to  new  values  of  inclusion  of  minorities  and  diversity  in  general,  “facilitating
adherence to them under new conditions” (Roberts 12).
It can't  be proven, but it seems as if the representational strategies chosen in  12 Years a
Slave,  Selma and The Birth of a Nation were based on the endless repetition of the experience of
double-consciousness  that  black  people  are  exposed  to  when  viewing  films  with  stereotypical
representations.  By  visualizing  a  new  image  of  morally  superior  black  characters  in  gender
constellations,  the  films finally opened the doors to  black  agency that  exceeded  the  traditional
frame, changing not so much the role patterns, but rather their moral connotations. 
This change of perspective in matters of representation can also be seen in the film industry
in general. The hashtag #OscarsSoWhite that emerged in 2016 seemed to be an original demand for
an  appropriate  recognition  of  black representation  in  the film industry.  In  contrary,  the “Black
Oscars” of 2002, in which black actors were featured and awarded but at the same time put into a
tradition of absence and inferiority to white actors (Sexton 40-41), were identified as staged by a
white  committee  and  a  mainly  white  film  industry.  Emerging  in  response  to  a  lack  of
acknowledgment of black people in the film industry, the 2016 campaign led to a changed pattern of
nominations, hosts and performers at the Academy Awards in the following years. The call for black
presence  and  representation  in  #OscarsSoWhite  primarily  came  from  black  people  and  was
successful. Just as if 12 Years a Slave and Selma had laid the ground for it6, in 2015 and 2016 many
more movies were released, watched and awarded, in which the tradition of black representation
was broken through: Ryan Coogler's  Creed  (2015) stages a traditionally white hero's role with a
6 The Birth of a Nation followed in their tradition, but because of its late release couldn't  have any impact on the
cinematic productions in the years after 2013.
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black protagonist, Barry Jenkins' Moonlight (2016) tells the story of the coming of age and sexual
orientation of black protagonists, Theodore Melfi's  Hidden Figures (2016) is about three brilliant,
but forgotten female black scientists, and Sean S. Baker's  Tangerine  (2015) shows the life of two
black  trans-gender  prostitutes.  In  those  films  BLM's  call  for  a  black  movement  that  includes
minorities and neglected social groups seems to be heard, answered and publicly acknowledged,
making  12 Years  a  Slave, Selma  and The  Birth  of  a  Nation  groundbreaking rather  than  a last
remnant of an outdated, gendered and stereotyped world of cinematic representation.
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Chapter 2: The Guiding Principles of #BlackLivesMatter in its Unofficial Anthem “Alright”
In the wake of the cases of police brutality after Trayvon Martin's death in 2012 many rap
artists responded to the assaults and deaths with and in songs. Due to the hip hop genre's history as
black music and reputation as political music, most of the musical replies were hip hop songs. The
pattern of the track releases differed from what could have been expected: especially popular artists
initially hesitated to release songs that referred to the individual victims or to BLM (Ugwu). The
first relevant songs were released by lesser known artists, some of whom were female: TINK's Tell
the  Children (November  2014)  and  Lauryn  Hill's  Black  Rage (August  2014)  were  immediate
reactions to Michael Brown's death, while Rhiannon Giddens's Cry No More (July 2015) deals with
the shooting at the Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church in Charleston, South Carolina, in
2015 (Spanos). 
However, even though popular artists like Kanye West, Jay Z or Nas weren't pioneers in the
wave of  outrage that  became known under the BLM hashtag,  some of  them produced delayed
musical responses: Jay Z's spiritual, also written for Michael Brown's death in 2014, was released in
2016, and the online openly accessible version of Usher's Chains (featuring Nas and Bibi Bourelly)
came out in the same year. Some commentators describe the reluctant responses by famous artists as
a sort of tiredness or “outrage fatigue.” They are assumed to pass on the responsibility to protest and
act to the next generation (Ugwu). A few artists who were expected to take up position didn't react
at all; nevertheless a total of 28 tracks can be found online that are associated with BLM. One of the
28 tracks is by a white artist, and six were made by women (Spanos).
The song that became the unofficial anthem of BLM was Kendrick Lamar's “Alright” (June
2015) that was released in cooperation with pop artist Pharrell Williams. It is part of the album To
Pimp a Butterfly. The chorus, which was chanted by protesters the most, is slogan-like. It  reads
“Nigga, we're gon' be alright”; in the original track it resembles more an exclamation than a rapped
or sung line. The simplicity of the chorus and its seemingly optimistic message might be reasons
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why “Alright” gained the status of an anthem. However, the conditions of its release weren't as
beneficial  as  the  track  itself  seems  to  be;  before  the  release  date  Lamar  uttered  controversial
opinions about BLM and was not at all positively associated with it. In lyrics and interviews, Lamar
expressed a lack of understanding about why black-on-black crimes should be treated differently
than police brutality, and asked: “[W]hen we don't have respect for ourselves, how do we expect
them [white  people]  to  respect  us?”  (King).  Some of  the  lyrics  that  were  criticized  by  BLM
supporters in the same context can also be found on To Pimp a Butterfly, for example in the track
“I”. 
The  moment  when  “Alright”  was  first  chanted  in  a  protest  situation  is  described  as  a
spontaneous outbreak of relief  after a fourteen-year-old boy was detained and later  released by
police men in the presence of “hundreds of activists” who had attended a conference about BLM
nearby at the Cleveland State University (King). The connection between the situation and the track
was made instantly without taking Lamar's conflicted position into consideration, even though most
of those present must have been aware of his previous statements.
Even though there is no song by any other artist that directly refers to BLM, many were
closely linked to it in the artists' public statements, the placement of live performances at gatherings
and demonstrations, and in the media. Besides this more immediate connection of other songs than
“Alright” to BLM, the guiding themes and main motifs of Lamar's song and album consist of more
stereotypical hip hop elements than other releases. The artist's narrative position as a heterosexual
man also contributes to notions of violence and misogyny that are common in classic hip hop.
Apparently many different factors came into play when “Alright” became BLM's anthem.
Lamar, as one of the few famous artists who contributed to BLM, was “heard by a larger audience
and therefore had a greater presence in our cultural memory” (Hunnicut 617), which probably made
his music more available in the memories of BLM's activists. Moreover the album was produced
together with artists from a pop-cultural and therefore more mainstream background. Additionally
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Lamar's use of traditional rap terminology and encoded elements of street code must have a familiar
effect on audiences and also make his lyrics more memorable. The unity of the classically male
rapper and seemingly familiar lyrics makes it not only more recognizable, but also facilitates the
album's association with blackness, as “the musical or aesthetic category – rap – was constructed
such  that  it  was  aligned  with,  or  homologous  to,  the  social  category  of  race  (Roy  2004)”
(Appelrouth 302). The direct connection of traditional rap to a cause based on racial distinction
must have been an important element for people supporting BLM. And of course the message itself
was one of hope within black communities: “Nigga, we gon' be alright” seems to convey optimism.
The address “nigga” expresses a community spirit that excludes non-black people and strengthens
the feeling of connectedness within the movement.
If female artists released songs earlier than “Alright” that were directly connected to BLM
or specific cases of police brutality, why then did a seemingly traditional hip hop track by a male
heterosexual  artist  who was not  connected to  BLM, even though it  deals  with police brutality,
become BLM's anthem? I will investigate which classic and stereotypical elements of hip hop can
be found in “Alright” and the album  To Pimp a Butterfly, and why Lamar's use of them and his
heterosexual male perspective facilitate the suitability of “Alright” as an anthem for an inclusive
movement.  I  will  try  to  show  that  there  are  parallels  with  the  three  historical  movies  under
discussion in that it also makes new black representations accessible. To facilitate this accessibility,
Lamar adjusted hip hop narratives that are publicly known, and established himself as the figure of
a tragic hero.
In  To Pimp a Butterfly gender  is  also  represented  in  relationships  between genders  that
deviate from the traditional subordination of women in rap. Other than in the films, gender itself is
not a category of power, but a side effect of the power Lamar gains as a tragic hero. The guiding
character of Lamar's narrative voice is articulated in his direct and indirect usage of traditional hip
hop elements and an awareness of double-consciousness that  Du Bois according to  Ciccariello-
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Maher calls the “second sight” (196): Lamar raps from a position that is not morally superior, but
morally aware and addresses his flaw as a result and therefore as an active part of an oppressive
system in the form of a tragic narrative that embraces its conditions.  The institutionalization of
racism  is  treated  performatively  throughout  the  album  as  well  as  openly  in  the  track
“Institutionalized”  (Mooney).  In  a  paradoxical  way,  Lamar  uses  stereotypical  images  of  black
heterosexual men and their representation in rap culture to criticize these images and the origin of
rap  from  an  oppressive  system.  His  basic  position  is  nihilistic:  by  embracing  the  seeming
inescapability of a male-centered and hypermasculine hip hop narrative,  he gains  freedom in a
tragic narrative to become a hero who incorporates values of agency and self-accountability.
I will argue that just as in the three films I have discussed the heterosexual male narrative
position facilitates the integration of “Alright” and the entire album To Pimp a Butterfly into BLM's
narrative and therefore provides access to the less obvious message of the album that lines up with
BLM's founding principles. This integration makes “Alright” a suitable anthem that exceeds notions
of being easy to chant or conveying community spirit.
Masculinity and Agency: Encoded Hip Hop Elements in “Alright” and To Pimp a Butterfly 
In order to understand the role hip hop's features, as they are known nowadays, play in a
political and social system that historically is based on a racist society, a look into hip hop's history
is necessary. The hip hop genre emerged in the 1970s. Initially, it primarily had a political message
and was predominantly listened to by young black people (Henderson 309-312, Sullivan 607). Hip
hop lyrics were either narrations of real life conditions and incidents, or engaged in a dialogue with
other artists (Sullivan 607). The political message was mostly a critique on existing conditions, or a
reaction to the white mainstream treatment of black people, which excluded them from the white
mainstream society. After the Civil Rights Movement, a depiction of black people in the style of the
“hustler [...] and blaxploitation movies of the 1970s, which glorified blacks as criminals, pimps,
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pushers, prostitutes, and gangsters” (Kubrin 360) was used as a counter-narrative in hip hop. This
depiction was also associated with and influenced by the image of hypermasculinity, which served
as a social counter-narrative, and which emerged in the 1960s within black communities (Hunter
and Davis 467). Hypermasculinity became a popular motif in hip hop in the 1980s (Appelrouth
305).  Like  other  representations  of  black  masculinity,  masculinity  in  hip  hop  is  “historically
structured  by  and  against  dominant  (and  dominating)  discourses  of  masculinity  and  race,”
specifically whiteness (Gray 401).
Only in the late 1990s was the genre commercialized (Richardson 176-177, Hunnicut 613-
614). White people began to listen to rap, and also started to produce it. Hip Hop became more
popular,  thus  previous  expressions  of  resistance  were  stylized  and  encoded  as  the  genre's
characteristics. Slowly, the adaption of reality or the representation of a counter-narrative in hip hop
lyrics transformed to a “reality [that] is organized and made sensible through language use.” The
use  of  street  code  in  hip  hop  lyrics  began  to  “provide[...]  the  principles  governing  much
interpersonal  public  behavior”  (Kubrin  363)  rather  than  lyrics  borrowing  their  contents  from
societal rules like before. Hip hop's political messages began to construct certain behavioral codes
instead of depicting them. Many elements of street code were used in a metaphorical way: various
terms and phrases became specific for rap, but weren't necessarily correlated to reality. For instance,
in the 1990s the more often murder and police brutality were addressed in lyrics the less often they
actually  occurred  (Hunnicut  615,  626).  The  counter-narrative  of  a  glorified,  but  violent  black
masculinity, became a characteristic feature of hip hop. With the increasing number and variety of
artists and audiences, hip hop therefore has turned into a genre that has to fulfill certain expectations
of its musical design and its lyrics: the political message and representation of black communities,
and especially black manhood that came out of a system of oppression became constitutive for the
genre's reputation as black music.
Stylized and encoded lyrics consist of certain elements that can be found in most rap songs:
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the categories of respect, willingness to fight or to use violence, material wealth, violent retaliation,
the objectification of women (also by female artists) and nihilism are present and represented from
a male or male-centered perspective (Kubrin 368). Those categories were initially used as a counter-
narrative  to  empower  black  communities  and  especially  black  men.  They  derive  from  the
hypermasculine  image that  involves  “self-aggrandizement,”  “toughness”  (Hunnicut  625,  Kubrin
372), “willingness to use violence” (Kubrin 372), and “hypersexuality” (Hunter and Davis 467).
Violent encounters in rap lyrics are in most cases male-to-male encounters (Hunnicut 611)
that oppose socially superior men to socially inferior men. They are “used as a tool to protect male
honor, constitute power relations and establish gender hierarchies between men” (Hunnicut 622).
The same effects are present in the elements of the objectification of women and the willingness to
fight. 
The need for the demonstration of power derived from a position of social oppression. The
assignment of the encoded elements in relation to hegemonic masculinities, however, still depends
on many factors. Since the commercialization of rap it can't be determined if superior masculinity
established through hip hop elements is supposed to be hegemonic in itself, challenges hegemonic
masculinities, or is a form of protest masculinity. The interpretation differs depending on the race of
the listener and his identification and personal experience with the superiority glorified in the lyrics.
For instance, male superiority might be automatically associated with hegemonic white masculinity
by  white  audiences.  In  commercial  rap,  the  borders  between  the  expression  of  actual  male
dominance and highly encoded elements of rap as a genre are blurred: linguistic adoption of black
vernacular rap terms by white mainstream culture complicates the interpretation of their meaning.
For instance,  the,  by now, universal  use of “to kill” as “a term that indicates creative success”
(Hunnicut 611) is still encoding superiority. It was, however, taken from the street level first from
actual  murders to  socially important  rap battles,  and ultimately it  was translated into a  general
notion of dominance and superiority. Therefore research has to be conducted “carefully to establish
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the specific and contextualized frameworks of interpretation provided to the music by its creators
and brought to it by its consumers” (Riley 299). 
I am going to focus on the use Lamar as a creator made of “specific and contextualized
frameworks of interpretation” (Riley 299). I will argue that he uses the encoded elements to create
credibility and to enlist the hip hop genre in the struggle for black historical justice. He sees himself
not as an exception from the white mainstream perception of black people as inferior, and therefore
retreats to hip hop's counter-narrative of a superior masculinity present in encoded elements to gain
credibility. At the same time he calls into question the code itself and rejects it because of its origin
from a system of oppression. Therefore he negates the code's elements not by refusing to use them,
but by critically interrogating them in the composition of his album: he as a black artist is the
product of an inescapable history of racist oppression, just like every African American, dead or
alive, and he can't change the reality by reinventing it artistically. His power only goes as far as to
raise awareness and provide guidance by rearranging narratives. While he discusses five of the six
encoded elements in a dialectical way, the element of nihilism is the basis for his tragic narrative
and  turns  him  into  a  tragic  hero  who  is  able  to  hold  up  societal  values  of  agency  and  self-
determination (Roberts 2-3). 
On  To Pimp a Butterfly  Lamar uses vernacular language and gender terms like “nigga”,
“homeboy”, “bitch” and “pussy” that are supposed to symbolize a culture of respect among black
superior men and the degradation of women. Lamar also mentions the names of weapons, which is
common in the street code of rap music as a sign of masculinity and superiority, and the names of
other famous rappers – references that are supposed to increase the reputation of the artist. Only
when  one  listens  attentively,  the  critical  use  of  the  code  becomes  obvious:  by  repeating  and
elaborating some passages throughout the tracks of the album, To Pimp a Butterfly moves towards
an explicit discussion of social injustice and racism in the last tracks of the album. For instance, in
the track “I” Lamar discusses the term “nigga”, which other rappers seem to use uncritically, on a
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historical  level.  Besides  building  up  a  more  serious  tone  throughout  the  album  through  the
composition of the  individual elements, Lamar almost never uses the code elements in their pure
form. 
To demonstrate Lamar's use of encoded elements in To Pimp a Butterfly I shall compare a
passage from the first track “Wesley's Theory” to Ice Cube's “The Wrong Nigga to Fuck With,” the
second track on his  album  Death Certificate (1991). Both albums deal  with racial injustice and
violence towards black people.
“The Wrong Nigga to Fuck Wit” begins with a condemnation of racism in white mainstream
culture:
God damn, it's a brand new payback
From the straight gangsta mack in straight gangsta black
How many motherfuckers gotta pay
Went to the shelf and dusted off the AK
Caps gotta get peeled
Cause "The Nigga Ya Love to hate" still can "Kill at Will"
It ain't no pop cause that sucks
And you can New Jack SWING on my nuts
Down wit the niggas that I bail out
I'm platinum bitch and I didn't have to sell out
"Fuck you, Ice Cube!", that's what the people say
Fuck AmeriKKKa, still with the triple K
Cause you know when my nine goes buck
It'll bust your head like a watermelon dropped from 12 stories up
Now let's see who'll drop
Punk motherfuckers tryin' to ban hip-hop
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Fuck R&B and the runnin' man
I'm the one that stand, with the gun in hand
Make sure before you buck wit duck quick
Punk, cause I'm the wrong nigga to fuck with
Ice  Cube  establishes  power  over  the  white  mainstream culture  and  other  black  people  in  five
encoded elements: he declares respect to other black men with whom he is “down” and who he
“bails out.” Additionally he shows willingness to use violence by saying that he can “Kill at Will”
and by talking about  weapons.  As retaliation he threatens  the Americans  who despise him,  he
emphasizes his wealth by calling himself “platinum” – a reference to album awards, success, and
prosperity – and finally uses the misogynist term “bitch” to degrade his opponents. He claims his
superiority to other black men by warning that he is “the wrong nigga to fuck with”: in matters of
defense he calls himself superior to other black men. While the sixth element, nihilism, is very
strong  in  Lamar's  album,  in  Ice  Cube's  lyrics  it  is  only implied  in  his  willingness  to  give  up
everything to take revenge. Ice Cube discusses the threat posed by the misrepresentation and social
marginalization of black people in white mainstream culture, but doesn't negotiate the code of rap
music itself and uses its elements to convey his message.
Lamar  on the  other  hand  casts  doubt  on  the  code  itself.  The  first  track  on  To Pimp a
Butterfly, “Wesley's Theory”, at first glance seems to use the same code as “The Wrong Nigga to
Fuck With” does:
I'mma buy a brand new Caddy on fours
Trunk the hood up, two times, deuce-four
Platinum on everythin', platinum on weddin' ring
Married to the game and a bad bitch chose
When I get signed, homie, I'ma buy a strap
Straight from the CIA, set it on my lap
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Take a few M-16s to the hood
Pass 'em all out on the block, what's good?
I'mma put the Compton swap meet by the White House
Republican run up, get socked out
Hit the Pres with a Cuban link on my neck
Uneducated, but I got a million-dollar check like that
Lamar seems to rap about material wealth and success – “I'mma buy a brand new Caddy on fours”
and “Platinum on everythin',  platinum on weddin' ring” – and incites black violence by talking
about weapons. He also uses the term “bitch,” and shows loyalty to the rap community by saying
that he wants to marry the “game,” an encoded term for the rap business. However, the encoded
elements are misleading: according to the genius.com lyrics website (with a commentary certified
by Kendrick Lamar), Lamar for instance alludes to “the CIA’s contribution to a crack epidemic in
the 1970’s [sic] and their role in the influx of guns in urban areas” (https://genius.com/8522404)
instead of glorifying guns or expressing superiority to a government institution. For listeners who
don't have background knowledge, the chorus right after the stanza casts doubts on its assumed
hypermasculine superiority. The lines “We should've never gave niggas money / Go back home,
money, go back home” introduce the theme that popularity and wealth of black individuals will
never end racism and injustice in general, which is one of Lamar's main themes. At the same time
the  chorus  can  be  understood  as  commentary  caricaturing  a  white  mainstream  perspective:
“Wesley” in the track's title is Wesley Snipes, an actor who was incarcerated because of tax evasion
in 2010 – something that would never have happened if black people wouldn't have had the chance
to earn money. The stanza and the chorus work only in combination as a statement and a critique, as
do many lyrics on  To Pimp a Butterfly.  The familiar street  code of rap is  incorporated,  but the
message differs from rap's typical message of superiority to other people in that it is historically
contextualized and contextualizes the code it is presented in.
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The same pattern of critical reflection can be found in Lamar's depiction of women. Despite
the use of misogynist terms, the female roles and sexualized parables that appear in  To Pimp a
Butterfly are mostly descriptions of realistic and equal relationships. Lines like “She just want to
close her eyes and sway with you” (“These Walls”); “At first I did love you but now I just wanna
fuck […] tossed and turned, lessons learned, you was my first girlfriend” (“Wesley's Theory”); and
“I  made  a  flower  outta  cotton  just  to  chill  with  you”  (“Complexion”)  differ  in  the  degree  of
symbolism, but don't degrade women. Every time Lamar talks about women in a misogynist way,
he does it either sarcastically or criticizes it immediately afterwards or in references later on. When
he raps in “Alright“ about his life as a celebrity, in which drugs, money and “pretty pussy” are
supposed to be the “highlight,” he emphasizes that in the end they just make him “drown inside
[his] vices.” The term “pussy” is used in a context Lamar himself despises, and therefore I conclude
that he despises the term itself or what it stands for: the reduction of women to a derogative term for
vagina.
The Street Code of Nihilism: Lamar's Tragic Narrative and his “Second Sight”
The nihilistic elements on To Pimp a Butterfly and in “Alright” can be seen as the strongest
features of Lamar's tragic narrative and as mainly responsible for the critical debate Lamar initiates.
Henderson describes the nihilism in hip hop as “a nihilism bordering on inhumanity that allows
both the manufacturing of misogynist products and a celebration of people dancing to their own
degradation.” He argues that much of hip hop's nihilistic imaging is “promoted, if not created, by
White industry executives as well as by miseducated Blacks masquerading as chroniclers of the
'Black experience'” (333). This description depicts nihilistic narrative positions and elements in hip
hop as symptoms of oppression and compliance with the oppressor. Nihilism is a motif in which a
narrator “embraces the terms of the field on which [his/her demise] has been constructed” (Riley
304). 
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According to Alexander Riley, tragic narratives are “the template through which rap music
should be interpreted” (Riley, qtd. in Hunnicut 627). Riley focuses on gangsta rap. Gangsta rap is a
genre whose definitions vary,  but most scholars agree that  it  is  a form of rap with particularly
violent and misogynist lyrics (Hunnicut 616). This description doesn't apply to Lamar's lyrics, but
Lamar's  use of the rap genre's specific features, including encoded elements of violence, makes
Riley's  concept applicable to  To Pimp a Butterfly.  Riley argues that  the definition of the tragic
narrative  that  he  uses  “offers  no  comfortable  resolution  of  human conflict  and  suffering,”  but
provides  “the  only  way to  transcendence  [...]  in  the  meeting  and  overcoming  of  fear  of  that
condition.”  He  explains  that  the  “tragic  character  encounters  a  situation  of  moral  complexity,
wherein 'awareness exceeds power, and particularly where awareness of a major need exceeds the
power to satisfy it' (Jaspers 1953, p. 17) and wherein clearly and finally separating 'good guys and
bad guys'[...] is impossible.” Riley then concludes that the “ethical action consist[s] of the manner
in which the character meets with his/her destiny” (Riley 304). Applied to the narrative of To Pimp
a  Butterfly,  Riley's  definition  means  that,  being  characterized  by  nihilistic  elements,  Lamar's
narrative  becomes  tragic  because  it  conveys  awareness  of  a  situation  that  is  for  the  moment
unchangeable.  The  social  situation  of  African  Americans  can't  be  solved  immediately,  but  its
representation in hip hop can at least be treated ethically by the narrator's realization of his own
faultiness within the socially problematic situation of “human conflict and suffering.” In addition to
the expression of a narrator's embracing of his demise in nihilistic elements, Riley's interpretation of
hip  hop  as  a  tragic  narrative  requires  the  narrator's  awareness  and  ethical  discussion  of  his
inescapable  situation,  which  turns  him  into  a  tragic  hero.  In  the  following  I  will  investigate
examples of nihilistic elements and the tragic narrative in Lamar's lyrics, with a special focus on
“Alright”.
The  nihilism  that  results  out  of  the  tragic  hero's  awareness  of  his  insoluble  situation
cumulates in the last tracks of Lamar's album. With the line “But I don’t know, I’m no mortal man,
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maybe I’m just  another  nigga” in the track “Mortal  Man” Lamar finally robs his position as a
superior narrator of any credibility. After he has previously doubted the superiority he gains from
being a famous black rapper, he now calls himself not even a mortal human being. Being “just
another nigga,” he implies that he as a black person doesn't compare with other human beings. In
the conversation between the deceased rapper Tupac Shakur and Lamar that is acoustically arranged
at  the end of  the album, the “immortal” Tupac  disappears  before the  not  even  mortal  (or  also
immortal?) Lamar gets feedback to his work from him. Lamar is left behind on his own and without
sufficient answers to his questions: he can see the immortals as idols, but they can't actually help
with the responsibilities of rappers nowadays, the mortals won't help because they don't experience
racism, and the “niggas” like Lamar himself are trapped in a system of oppression. Other nihilistic
elements on the album are his constant rejection of wealth and fame, because they can't spare him
the experience of  double-consciousness,  and also his apparent confusion about life  choices,  his
spirituality, and the rejection of leadership when he is telling himself: “You ain't no leader!“ (“u”)
“Alright” can be seen as the climax of the album's tragic narrative. Fittingly, it is located in
the middle of the track list. While its lyrics at first glance convey a positive message, they are full of
nihilistic  elements  and  contradictions  at  closer  examination.  In  “Alright”  Lamar,  for  instance,
announces that he is “gone cray[sic]” because of his fame, meaning that he has gone insane. In the
next line he nevertheless  promises the audience the famous “We gon' be alright” and begs for trust.
Lamar shows that his position as a male black rapper, who is supposed to express his superiority
and to create societal rules rather than following or representing them, is not one of resistance and
guidance,  but  of inferiority and doubtfulness.  He doesn't  like his life full  of drugs and money:
“Painkillers  only put  me  in  the  twilight/  Where  pretty  pussy  and  Benjamin  is  the  highlight.”
However, just as if he couldn't help living up to traditional roles, he reassures the audience of his
importance as a rapper in the lines “I rap, I black on track so rest assured/ my rights, my wrongs; I
write 'til I'm right with god.” He is talking about “being alright,” while at the same time he “hopes
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to die.” Furthermore he appeals to God several times, and the chorus also includes the line that he is
“at the preacher's door.” The outlook he gives turns out to be more negative than optimistic: Lamar's
own position is nihilistic, for the only things he believes in seem to be his own emotions and God.
Therefore, the “we” in “Nigga, we gon' be alright” doesn't seem to include Lamar as an individual,
but rather appears to denote the black community throughout the centuries and in the future. It has
the effect of a desperate outcry whose message is not reliable; as the address “Nigga” indicates, it is
uttered within an oppressive system. The only reliable statements Lamar feels himself qualified to
make are about his emotions, and not about the future of the black community. 
Lamar's  awareness  of  the  limited  validity  of  his  message  becomes  evident  in  another
compositional  arrangement  in  “Alright”:  it  is  the  only  track  of  the  album  that  combines  two
passages that are repeated throughout the album. According to Allen, they are supposed to be a
poem in combination. The first part of the poem reads: “What you want you: a house or a car?/ 40
acres and a mule? A piano, a guitar?”; the second part says “I remembered you was conflicted/
Misusing  your  influence,  sometimes  I  did  the  same/  Abusing  my  power,  full  of  resentment/
resentment  that  turned  into  a  deep  depression/  Found  myself  screamin'  in  the  hotel  room.”
According to genius.com, the first part symbolizes a black artist's possible life choices: “'House and
a car' stand for material things, 'forty acres and a mule' illustrate staying close to the black roots [as
it] was a proposal for reparations to former slaves in the aftermath of the Civil War, and 'piano and a
guitar'  represent  artistry”  (https://genius.com/5047025,  https://genius.com/5047336). I read  the
“hotel room” in the second passage as the opposite of the real life in black communities, which are
referred to as  “home” in other tracks,  and a symbol for  the artist's  commercial  success,  which
Lamar depicts as elusive. Lamar asks questions that have been asked before: is a black middle class
life the same as a white middle class life (Keizer 10)? How equal can wishes of black and white
people be? Can slavery be ever emotionally overcome? Which role does art play in the system? It is
not clear who the addressed “you” is and if the addressee changes in the passages. Again, the only
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definite statement that Lamar gives in the poem is that of his own desperation. It can be argued that
Lamar talks to himself when he addresses the listener with “you” (Allen), emphasizing his critical
discussion of his own position.
The illustration of Lamar's undefined position between mortals, immortals, the living and
the dead in “Mortal Man” and the doubt he casts on himself in “Alright” clarify that he is aware of
his inescapable situation and his responsibility to not answer any questions for anyone but himself.
He shows that history, too, can only provide answers within the everyday context it produces and in
which every individual finds him- or herself. As a tragic hero, he embodies values of self-reliance,
self-accountability,  and agency. Those attributes appeal to the individual's responsibility,  but are
also attributes of ideal black manhood (Hunter 471) and therefore introduce a new representation of
hip  hop's  formerly  male  and  superior  voice  that  mediates  guidelines  for  black  people  in
consideration  of  their  situatedness  in  society.  While  lyrics  can  have  “situational  and  situated
meaning[s]” (Kubrin 366), Lamar's lyrics seem to surpass situational meanings. Even though he is
reacting to contemporary events,  he makes the larger  historical  context and the resulting social
position  of  African  Americans  the  narrative  framework  of  his  album.  He doesn't  utter  definite
opinions on concrete examples and doesn't make false promises of a bright future. Moreover, he is
“running for answers” about his own position within society.
Lamar's  social and mental capability to “run for answers” can be seen in a phenomenon
Ciccariello-Maher calls “second sight.” He argues that the rap artist Kanye West's work shows that
West has this “second sight”, which he also calls a “critical double-consciousness,” and that may
also apply to Lamar,  as the nihilistic elements  in his lyrics  suggest.  According to Ciccariello-
Maher, “second sight” refers to the experience of educated black people who are aware of the white
mainstream view on them. They partly live a life similar to a white mainstream life, while they still
never  can  escape  the  experience  of  double-consciousness  (2009,  374-375).  Ciccariello-Maher
argues that West gradually developed the “second sight” in the course of his career. West is well
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aware of his situation and addresses it in his lyrics, but doesn't embrace it. Moreover, in the past few
years West has turned to “a more radical and critical vision of hip-hop as a medium that penetrates
American society and that is oriented in explicit opposition to a history of oppression and attempted
extermination” (2009, 394).
In his tragic narrative, Kendrick Lamar takes the second sight one step further. Lamar does
not believe in hip hop as “oriented in explicit opposition to a history of oppression,” instead he is
searching  for  ways  to  turn  the  compliance  of  rap's  features  with  an  oppressive  system into  a
medium of awareness and resistance within its own rules. Like West, he also asserts that prosperity
and fame will never relieve him of being part of a social group outside of the white mainstream, but
he does so by embracing the elements of street code. Lamar doesn't openly criticize the code use;
instead he combines its elements in a way that casts doubt on the code and Lamar as the narrator. To
articulate his awareness  of his inescapable and contradictory position as a  black man,  he stays
within the encoded system that is a legacy of oppression. Lamar doesn't directly blame white or
black people, because he doesn't feel qualified to “separate good guys and bad guys” (Riley 304).
Instead, he directs his doubts inwardly like a “tragic character [who] encounters a situation of moral
complexity” (Riley 304), and comes to terms with his suffering only in embracing it. 
The inescapable position and Lamar's ethical discussion of it become obvious in the track
“I”, in which he critically engages with the term “nigga” and leads it back to “negus,” which is
supposed to mean “black emperor, king, ruler.” Claiming that the term “nigga” is used with the
wrong connotation, he calls into question its meaning as an insult as well as a term of the street
code. However, he concludes the track with a street code phrase of superiority, in which he simply
replaces “nigga” with “negus”: “Kendrick Lamar, by far, realest negus alive.” He might have tried
to change the terminology, but he can't change the code's rules that are rooted in a racist society, and
his  compliance to  it.  Lamar realizes  his second sight  within the rules  of  expression rap music
created in response to racism in white mainstream culture.
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As a tragic hero, Lamar seems to transform the second sight as critical double-consciousness
into a  “hypocritical double-consciousness” (Mooney) that doesn't withhold his conflicted position
as African American, rapper, celebrity, and man, from the audience. In an interview Lamar said
about BLM: “Don’t start with just a rally, don’t start from looting – it starts from within” (King).
This statement can be applied to the social position of African Americans as much as to Lamar's
self-discovery.
A New Representation of Black Agency: “Alright” as a Leading Narrative
In the overarching frame of the album the position of the narrative voice appears to be that
of a black heterosexual man, who Lamar undoubtedly is. However, Lamar himself questions the
power that comes from his position as a male rapper. For an inattentive audience the use of the
encoded  elements  of  rap  can  convey  rap's  traditional  image  of  a  violent,  misogynistic,  and
materialistic male figure who establishes superiority, but Lamar actually interrogates this image and
its roots. 
At first glance, “Alright” assembles positive features of conceptions of black manhood, such
as spirituality,  solidarity, and community spirit,  the consideration of life choices with a positive
impact on communities, and respect toward men and women by subsuming them in a general “we”.
On closer examination, however, just as the other tracks on To Pimp a Butterfly “Alright” refers to
negative images of male superiority rooted in historical hypermasculine counter-images to white
mainstream views on black people.  Nevertheless the structure of the album seems to make the
“moral arc of the universe” (Sexton 69) bend toward blackness, not by degrading white men or
women, but by not degrading black women and men and making the narrative voice a critical and
tolerant one at the same time. Lamar discusses violent and misogynist elements by positioning them
in critical contexts and against each other in an almost dialectical way. On the one hand he needs
them to make himself heard and accepted as a black hip hop artist and locate his success within hip
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hop's history; on the other hand he is aware of his participation in an art form whose features are
rooted in a racist system, and therefore he cannot abandon them. He criticizes them and his own
position in order to criticize the system that made the demonstration of violent male superiority
necessary in the first  place.  He negates  wealth, violence,  misogyny,  and retaliation,  emphasizes
nihilism and  relates  each  element  to  himself:  Lamar  says  he  is  influenced  by and  part  of  the
oppressive system, he declares to be alone and confused, a “hypocrite”, he wants to change and
help, and “run[s] for answers.” In the end he is “maybe […] just another nigga” who “[doesn't]
know” either. Precisely because he makes his voice less credible, he paradoxically increases his
credibility by describing the inescapable experience of second sight black people can identify with.
Like the protagonists of the movies, Lamar presents himself as a tragic hero. As a hero he
embodies agency and self-determination; the power of hip hop code to establish rules facilitates the
social acceptance of these values (Kubrin 363). Lamar admits that he is “trapped,” just like the
caterpillar in another poem that he reads to the deceased  Tupac at the end of the album. Lamar
names a “good friend” as the author of the poem. In the poem, the caterpillar is metamorphed into a
butterfly, and it is said that “the butterfly and the caterpillar are […] one and the same” in the end.
However, Lamar doesn't embrace this message of equality, even though he might be the one who
wrote the poem7, but again embraces his doubts and asks for  Tupac's opinion. But  Tupac has left
already, and Lamar is left alone repeatedly calling  Tupac's name. He wants to rely on the older
generations' experiences that formed him, but discovers that he can only rely on himself. 
Lamar's album confirms that the history of slavery, racism, and oppression and the resulting
counter-narratives are omnipresent in the lives of black people, just as the street code is in To Pimp
a Butterfly: it doesn't matter how educated or informed people are about politics and their past, each
7 On the lyrics website genius.com it is argued that the “good friend” who wrote the poem might be an allegory for a
reference to Harper Lee's novel  To Kill a Mockingbird (https://genius.com/5048864). However, the commentary also
says that Lamar refuted this connection. A possible interpretation of the “good friend” as Lamar himself (since it was
actually he who wrote not only the butterfly poem, but most of the lyrics on the Butterfly album) emphasizes the critical
distance Lamar builds to himself and his social role throughout the album. In case the friend is supposed to be Lamar
himself, the assessment of the friend as a “good” one might either express the closeness of the alleged friend to him or
be a conciliatory outlook on Lamar's chance to come to terms with himself.
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African American  has  to  find out  for  him- or  herself  what  the guidelines  in  the contemporary
society are, the first steps being to be aware of and take responsibility for one's social position.
Before Lamar reads the poem to him in the song, Tupac says: “We ain't even rappin', we just letting
our dead homies tell stories for us.” In this final composition, Lamar seems to convey the message
that black people are agents and have to take responsibilities for their decisions and acts in the here
and now, just as he himself has to accept his position as a rapper and the history, responsibility, and
public expectations that come along with it. He has no answers and isn't necessarily happy with his
responsibility, but recognizes and acknowledges it. This notion makes To Pimp a Butterfly a work of
inclusion: Lamar neither excludes individuals or communities, nor does he include them in a bold
manner. As a tragic hero he conveys a message of agency within the situation an individual finds
him- or herself in without displaying specific trial situations. He does not offer guidance with a
counter-narrative to the counter-narrative, simply showing the opposite of an unwanted position in
the form of explicit lyrics about freedom, resistance, or female agency, as other artists provided in
the BLM context. Lamar rather leads his lyrics back to the political phase of hip hop in the 1960s,
when, according to Frantz Fanon, the “fundamental questions that Africans must deal with every
day” were suggested to be: “(a) Who am I? (b) Am I who I think I am? And (c) Am I all that I ought
to be?” (Fanon, qtd. in Henderson 334). This makes “Alright” a track, and in context of the entire
album  To Pimp a Butterfly a voice of the “global black family,” as demanded in BLM's guiding
principles (BLM website).
The new representation of a black voice in hip hop seems to bear fruit: recently the Harvard
undergraduate student Obasi Shaw was the first student in American college history to hand in a rap
album as a senior thesis in English. The album was inspired by Kendrick Lamar. Called “Liminal
Minds” (2017), according to Shaw, it  “is  an exploration of black liminality,  th[e] state between
slavery and freedom” (Mineo).
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Conclusion
Both the films connected to BLM and BLM's anthem use existent narratives to convey the
inclusive message of BLM and to overcome the experience of double-consciousness that can be
found in traditional representations. In the three historical dramas, Steve McQueen's 12 Years A
Slave (2013), Ava DuVernay's Selma (2014), and Nate Parker's The Birth of a Nation (2016), moral
superiority that is established in gender roles turns the protagonists into tragic heroes, whose values
of tolerance and inclusion make them morally superior to racist white people. In Kendrick Lamar's
“Alright” and his album  To Pimp a Butterfly in general,  the encoded rap elements of violence,
retaliation, material wealth, misogyny, and nihilism stand in for a system of oppression. They are
not replaced, but critically engaged in a tragic narrative, and lead to the construction of a narrative
voice that embodies the values of agency and self-determination.
Movies and anthem demonstrate that a new system and new narratives can't be made out of
thin air, or be held up like protest signs, but have to come from within old systems. Both engage
with and alter existent narratives. Because “black performance in particular is always experimental”
(Levine, qtd. in Bernier 521), in times of turmoil it is difficult to gain public acknowledgement and
acceptance for new radical  approaches to black representation. On the one hand they differ too
much from familiar narratives, but on the other hand they can't be the radical outcry they want to
be, being already radical only by existing (Bernier 521). However, a slightly altered presentation
within a narrative that already is accepted by white mainstream society can serve respective needs
for a new and leading representation of black identity in society.
BLM as a leaderless and decentered movement was in need of an accessible guiding figure
who  could  counteract  the  debilitating  experience  and  repetitive  visualization  of  double-
consciousness and the ongoing misrepresentation of black people, but wouldn't offer only a utopian
counter-narrative. BLM's heroes can paradoxically be found in narratives that were created in a
system of oppression and racism. They try to make black people aware that individual emancipation
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from the white racist views and a history of injustice is possible if collective memory, history, and
experience are integrated into a modern black self-image. The leading figures constructed in BLM-
related narratives embody the responsibility of every black person (and actually every person) to
serve as a leader for him- or herself and others in questions of morality and agency, independent of
gender,  race,  and other  distinctions.  Therefore the narratives  in  film and music that  were most
successfully linked to BLM don't represent old-fashioned gender narratives, but rather make use of
them to convey the message of #BlackLivesMatter of committment to “embodying and practicing
justice, liberation, and peace in our engagements with one another” (BLM website). 
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